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ABSTRACT
RECOLLECTIONS: MEMORY, MATERIALITY, AND MERITOCRACY AT
THE DR. JAMES STILL HISTORIC OFFICE AND HOMESTEAD
MAY 2019
MARC LORENC, B.A., BARD COLLEGE
M.A., MONMOUTH UNIVERSITY
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Whitney Battle-Baptiste

The dissertation explores how memory, materiality, and meritocracy articulate
together to create a meritocratic subjectivity at the Dr. James Still Historic Office and
Homestead. This subjectivity frames how we experience and promote the history of Dr.
James Still through an authorized heritage discourse (AHD) (Smith 2006) that promotes
and re-ingrains American meritocracy, specifically the “bootstrap myth”, as a “common
sense”. Using a combination of archaeological excavations, documentary analysis, and
ethnography conducted under the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project
(DJSCAP), I explore how cultural artifacts shape and influence our subjectivities at the
site and more broadly in everyday interactions with each other. I demonstrate how the
specific articulation of memory, materiality, and meritocracy, what I call “meritocratic
artifacts”, reveals a feedback loop that reproduces and rewards meritocratic thinking. I
argue that by making this articulation visible through the process of excavation (both as a
craft and metaphorically), we can shift the conversation concerning meritocracy at the
site towards a more critical AHD that accounts for the social linkages undergirding Dr.
Still’s success story. This shift envisions a community centered paradigm at its core,
challenging the fundamental tenets of meritocratic individualism by refocusing on the
collective efforts necessary for “success”.
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INTRODUCTION
I've done my best to live the right way
I get up every morning and go to work each day
But your eyes go blind and your blood runs cold
Sometimes I feel so weak I just want to explode
Explode and tear this whole town apart
Take a knife and cut this pain from my heart
Find somebody itching for something to start
The dogs on Main Street howl
'Cause they understand
If I could wrench one moment into my hands
Mister I ain't a boy, no, I'm a man
And I believe in a promised land
-Bruce Springsteen, The Promised Land
I once read that you should write about what you know (Frank 2016). This
dissertation is my attempt to achieve this. It is my goal to create an accessible,
academically rigorous product that I can share with family and friends that speaks to their
sensibilities. Writing about meritocracy via anthropology seems like a logical fit for
someone like myself. Growing up a middle child, I was always the bridge builder
between my two siblings, empathetic and quick to defend and defuse situations as they
arose. These personality traits attracted me to anthropology, a discipline that seeks to
understand human differences.
Growing up as a first-generation Polish American, I had a window into the
proverbial “American Dream” as experienced by folks who believed in it wholeheartedly.
My parents moved to the U.S. in 1980 searching for a better life, leaving Poland behind
during the tumultuous years leading up to Solidarność, a trade union movement that
sought to end communist rule in Poland. The product before you is my attempt at
grappling with the “American Dream” as I knew growing up with it. It is written from the
perspective of someone who understands its allure, who was surrounded by its mythos
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and ability to shape a work ethic and sense of self. In many ways it has created the piece
of work you are reading right now.
While there are many different “American Dreams” (Turkel 1980), my
experiences growing up in Northern New Jersey may be familiar to some. Most of my
friends growing up were first-generation Americans, whose parents came from a variety
of countries including Poland, El Salvador, Columbia, and Italy. I met many of them
going to Catholic schools in the region, all of whom shared a similar mindset that
stemmed from parents who moved to the country “so that their kids can have a better
life”. This upbringing engendered a distinct view of opportunity and uplift in us, resulting
in a particular subjectivity that sees hard work in relation to the “fruits of one’s labor”.
As first-generation hyphenated Americans, we shared a very distinct view of
merit and effort that translated into our pursuits in life. Inheriting the aspirational capital
from our immigrant parents (Yosso 2004), we subscribed to the idea of an American
Dream, seeing our parents’ hard work being rewarded by gradual uplift. In their modicum
of success, we had the proof of “being able to make it”. For most of us, we were able to
craft the life that we all wanted, with few barriers in the way. While it was difficult to
make ends meet, there was always food on the table and a house over our heads, all
because we put the effort into working. Labor became a thing that we saw as an essential
part of life. Work was something you had to do and any complaints about it were ignored
or downplayed. Instead you would hear: “Keep your nose to the grindstone and stop
complaining”, “You have to work for it, nothing is free”, and “Everyone is looking for
easy money, no one wants to put the effort in”, demonstrating a sensibility and
disposition that treated work as its own reward.
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It wasn’t until college that this subjectivity was challenged. I attended Bard
College as a first-generation undergraduate, embracing the campus’s motto “a place to
think” as an opportunity to grow. I took out several loans to round out my partial
scholarship. I thought this was the norm, but for the first time, I was exposed to what it
means to be rich. Coming from a working-class background, I truly felt out of place with
my peers at a private institution. Bard College challenged my working-class subjectivity,
forcing me to come to terms with the fact that hard work and effort were not the only
determinants for reward or recognition. This became evident when I noticed the number
of students whose parents went to college and were able to transfer a host of cultural,
social, and economic capital to their children. I immediately felt behind intellectually and
culturally, playing catch up my first year there. This was further compounded by the
economic crash of 2008, when my mom lost her job and my dad’s hours were cut. The
precarity of such employment made me mindful of the false security that came with being
“middle class”. Although we were able to weather the economic downturn, I continued
my education by taking on more and more loans, an uninformed decision that still
impacts me today. Through and through, I felt like an outsider balancing my workingclass subjectivity with the greater awareness that accompanied higher education.
The same could be said for my years in graduate school, with the moral jockeying
of social justice discourse further compounding my feeling of outsider-ness, as people
with class privilege routinely checked the privilege of others without turning the gaze
upon themselves. Graduate school revealed to me the numerous ways in which class
privilege was simultaneously downplayed and marshalled, being both rewarded and
reproduced in the academic setting (Wilk 2017). In many ways I could not relate to the
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experiences and privileges of my fellow classmates, a burden that many first-generation
college students still face. My parents had the equivalency of a secondary school degree.
Although they instilled rigorous academic habits, they were unfamiliar with the structure
of college, let alone navigating campus life and working social networks. Coupled with a
language barrier, my attempts at explaining my research and what exactly I do to them as
an anthropologist is still difficult to express. How were people supposed to know I was
out of my element, that my upbringing probably looked nothing like they imagined, or
that a paralyzing anxiety shaped the majority of my interactions.
It took a long time for me to adjust to the academic setting, mostly because my
working-class subjectivity shaped how I navigated higher education. I would put a lot of
work into reading everything I could get my hands on so that I can demonstrate that I
“knew what I was talking about” and “that I belonged here”. I became obsessed with
being on the top of my game, becoming my harshest critic. The majority of my graduate
school years were a mixture of ever present guilt (stemming from being in the relative
ease of the “ivory tower” while my family worked factory jobs) and feelings of
inadequacy stemming from impostor syndrome and the “Dunning-Krueger effect”
(Krueger and Dunning 1999). In my eyes, achievements were meant to be earned, and
only through hard work. I was never good enough, always pushing forward. This rigorous
habit eventually led to me burning out mentally during the first couple years of my
doctorate program. Never in my years did I expect that my hard work ethic would lead to
depression and anxiety.
Such disconnects made me sensitive to analyzing the myth of meritocracy as I
was always pulled in two directions. In one part, I understand why the idea of rewarding
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hard work and talent resonates with folks, but on the other hand I know that the game is
stacked in favor of those who had a head start in life (McNamee and Miller 2014). In the
years following my education, I watched many of my friends and family achieve their
own version of the American Dream. In the process, I have become disheartened with
how many of them have bought into their own success narratives, seeing their own hard
work as the sole determinant in their advancement, rather than crediting the social
networks that opened doors and cultivated opportunities. When challenged, many will
admit to receiving tremendous help towards achieving success in life, even though in
other moments they still hold meritocratic views about who is deserving in a society and
who is not based on their work ethic and individual talents. This cognitive dissonance
was fascinating for me and pushed me towards understanding how perceptions of “just
deserts” are shaped and maintained by broader life experiences, spurring the very
research you are reading here.
On a more personal level, I myself believed in the vast opportunity available for
me to craft my own path, achieving in some part an impressive archaeological resume.
Yet, deep down inside I always doubted myself and my position in life, feeling a great
amount of guilt in leading a privileged life while my parents both still worked factory
jobs. While they would be quick to say that’s why they came to America, I could not
shake the guilt off. Compounded with my growing research on inequality and constant
media attacks on “social justice movements” and “the liberal university brainwashing
your kids”, I developed a severe depression during my graduate school years. It became
increasingly difficult for me to discuss my research as both family and friends would
become argumentative over ideas of redistributive justice creating in me a lower sense of
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self-worth as my research and ideas were deemed wrong. I was disappointed that people
could be so callous in matters concerning the everyday struggles of someone else.
Furthermore, people were listening to various media concerning “liberal biases”
and treating their opinions as facts without themselves ever entering a college classroom,
experiencing what it is like on campus, or meeting and interacting with the people they
blame as being the problem. Perhaps because most of my friends back home do not
identify with the same politics as I do, I was put in a place where I became the
spokesperson for the left, often turning into a punching bag for ideas that people did not
agree with. This led to severe mental isolation and exhaustion as I could not escape
“being political”, constantly trying to explain positions and ideas to friends and family in
hopes of creating dialogue and change. For me, it is difficult to let go of the inequality
you see and research about. Much like Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, “once you see
something, you can’t unsee it”. For me meritocracy was everywhere, even in mundane
actions such as digging your car out during a snowstorm and saving the space with a
chair you own. For an empath, “not being political” is not an option, especially when you
take the burden of trying to fix the inequalities around you onto yourself.
In recent years I have tried my best not to enter heated discussions, utilizing my
anthropological toolkit to understand my fellow humans rather than condemn them (a
stark contrast to my early days in graduate school). Furthermore, I moved back home in
September 2018 to finish writing the dissertation. Part of this was so that I can be closer
to the project site, but also to remove myself from the academic setting. I wanted to be in
the community and people who raised me so that I can best capture the idea of
meritocracy. Garfield, NJ is still a city of immigrants full of people who came here for a
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better life. While they struggle in achieving this life, they see such a thing as attainable.
In such a background, I can approach my dissertation in a fair, tempered manner that the
pessimism of the academy concerning meritocracy and the American Dream cannot do
for me.
It is my hope that by this time, you can empathize with me and understand why I
approached the research in the manner I did. For me, studying the life and story of Dr.
James Still via a community archaeology project, was the best way to get at multiple lines
of inquiry while challenging the dominant paradigm of meritocracy. As a successful
black man during the 19th century amidst systemic and overt racism, the story of Dr. Still
resonated with me. I became fascinated in “the bootstrap myth” and “respectability
politics” and saw in his uplift a piece of my own story. Simultaneously, his story gave me
the opportunity to reflect on the celebration of individual success narratives that we hold
dear as Americans, the so-called “underdog story” of hard work and perseverance. I saw
in Dr. Still a project that can bring people together not only to excavate the property but
also the very idea of meritocracy.
After completing my master’s thesis on Dr. Still documentary footprint, I began to
shift how I viewed his story, seeing in his own account a template for the way we should
discuss success in our society. In his 1877 autobiography, Early Recollections and Life of
Dr. James Still, he describes in detail the number of people, events, and opportunities that
allowed him to achieve success in relation to his hard work and perseverance. While
typically we focus on an individual’s hard work and perseverance, rarely do we create a
checklist for all the help we received or the various capital (Bourdieu 1984) we inherit
that is valued in a society. Further compounded by an honest look at how some of our
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circumstances are due to luck or as Dr. Still called it “providence”. The idea of our
successes being solely attributed to individual efforts discounts the very real factors that
are outside of our immediate control. To perpetuate narratives that blame people for their
efforts rather than account for the complexity of their circumstances is not productive and
ultimately corrosive to the social contract. The long-term negative effects of such
inequality have been well documented (Chomsky 2017; Freeman 2017; Kozol 1991;
McGill 2016; Pikkety 2014; Reich 2011; Stiglitz 2013; Wilkinson and Pikket 2011).
It is at this point that I want to tackle the suspected criticism of such research.
Often, critiques of those who criticize inequality stem from their real-life experiences of
“making it”. For those who have “made it”, they argue that hard work and perseverance
is all that is necessary in getting out of one’s bad position in life. Ideas such as “stop
trying to fix the system, you can only rely on yourself” and “no one is to blame but you”
all stem from a meritocratic subjectivity that sees inequality as a “natural byproduct”.
Such a view is divorced from the complex realities and histories that have shaped
contemporary landscapes of inequality (Collins et al 2008). What is missing from such
lines of thought is that critiquing inequality does not mean a rejection of the merits of
hard work and perseverance. Rather it suggests that we retrace the social roots of our
success, to make legible the people, events, opportunities, and plain old luck that had to
align in order for us to “make it” and support those avenues with proper funding and
policies.
The goal of this dissertation is therefore to explore the meritocratic roots of
inequality so that we can begin mending bridges between those who view their successes
as self-apparent and those who internalize their losses as a fault of their character, both of
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which are direct products of meritocratic thinking. I see meritocratic thinking as a large
contributor to interpersonal hostility, jealously, and bitterness in various settings leading
to social strains and isolation. By laying bare the system of meritocracy, I hope to show
an alternative way of viewing one another, the labor we perform and value, and
distributive justice. In such a manner, this dissertation seeks to put accountability back
into the social fabric, moving away from neoliberal concentration on the individual and
self-fulfillment towards a more community-based, collective approach of mutual support.
By concentrating on the collective good, I hope that ideas of equity, sustainability, and
prosperity trump those of profit and short-term gains based on individual desires.
In order to achieve such ends, I embarked on a long-term archaeology project that
put these ideas into practice. The Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project is
structured by a mixture of tenets stemming from community-based participatory research
(CBPR), critical race theory (CRT), and my own critical reflection on meritocracy and
alternative economics. By creating a project were members of the community develop a
sense of “skin in the game”, I hoped to show how a community paradigm that levels the
relationship between research and participant, experts and amateurs, can be fruitful
towards achieving a goal. As discussed throughout this dissertation, I see my
methodological and theoretical approach as an on the ground approach based in real
social situations. Seeing the tremendous results of applying such an approach to
archaeology (a discipline traditionally steeped in hierarchical relations), I see my
conclusions of moving from a meritocratic subjectivity towards a community paradigm
as not only feasible, but a necessary shift that we should try to implement in various
fields, disciplines, and organizations.

9

Project Specifics
The dissertation explores how memory, materiality, and meritocracy articulate
together to create a meritocratic subjectivity at the Dr. James Still Historic Office and
Homestead. This subjectivity frames how we experience and promote the history of Dr.
James Still through an AHD (Smith 2006) that promotes and re-ingrains American
meritocracy, specifically the “bootstrap myth”, as a “common sense”. Using a
combination of archaeological excavations, documentary analysis, and ethnography
conducted under the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project (DJSCAP), I
explore how cultural artifacts, what I call “meritocratic artifacts”, shape and influence our
subjectivities at the site and more broadly in everyday interactions with each other. I
demonstrate how the specific articulation of memory, materiality, and meritocracy
reveals a feedback loop that reproduces and rewards meritocratic thinking. I argue that by
making this articulation visible through the process of excavation (both as a craft and
metaphorically), we can shift the conversation concerning meritocracy at the site towards
a more critical AHD that accounts for the social linkages undergirding Dr. Still’s success
story. This shift envisions a community centered paradigm at its core, therefore
challenging the fundamental tenets of meritocratic individualism by refocusing on the
collective efforts necessary for “success”.
In order to approach these questions anthropologically, I will theorize
archaeology in a manner that recognizes the interrelation of materiality and memory both
on a physical plane (the act of excavating and recovering objects) and in a critical
epistemological / ontological manner, that explores the genealogical roots of our
meritocratic subjectivities. I am using archaeology as both method (excavations) and
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metaphor (object elicitation) in order to engage in this practice (González-Ruibal 2013).
The topic of meritocracy, specifically how and why the story of Dr. James Still resonates
with the local community is my primary entry point into exploring the research questions
outlined above. Working closely with descendant and local communities, the Dr. James
Still Community Archaeology Project (DJSCAP) operates under a mixed CommunityBased Participatory and Critical Race Theory approach I call counter-archaeology. This
methodology is particularly useful in exploring the creation, maintenance, and
propagation of the AHD at the site, while offering new perspectives. Viewing historical
narratives as a process of memory work (Mills and Walker 2008), archaeology as
metaphor allows us to examine the subconscious decisions behind the construction of the
Dr. James Still story by various members of the public.
In order to conceptualize the Dr. Still story (here I mean not only the individual
but his wife, daughters, and sons, which so often are left out of the dominant discourse at
the site), I will bring a nuanced approach to understanding why the success of the
individual is the most celebrated aspect of the site. I see meritocracy (the myth of and the
aspirations behind it) as both a moral economy and habitus (Bourdieu 1984) that
structures social relationships and conceptualizations of self. Specifically, I am interested
in exploring the interplay between people, objects, and built environments and how
certain subjectivities are created, understood, and habituated through these relations. By
tracing the genealogical roots of the American Dream, a concept which I argue is
inseparable from meritocracy, I will explore how materiality plays a role in shaping and
constructing a built environment that simultaneously habituates us with hope,
expectations, and promises while rooting us in place, leaving room for what Taylor
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(2013) calls “enabling constraint”. Enabling constraint is the process in which we
actively invest and construct our aspirations, understanding that this very investment
roots us in place rather than providing mobility. We therefore become embedded in a
state of being that Laura Berlant (2011) calls “cruel optimism”, fixating on an
unattainable goal that ultimately makes us feel empty.
I argue that the “enabling constraint” of meritocracy is what makes the American
Dream so resilient even during economic downfalls. Working off Miller’s (2005) notion
of the “burden of self-creation”, I will explore how consumption is one way in which
materiality ties to the human experience. Within the framework of meritocracy, I argue
that consumerism (both the purchasing of commodities, but also the reading and
internalization of historical narratives and other cultural artifacts such as film) is a
meaning making act that fluctuates between Miller’s “burden of self-creation” and
Taylor’s “enabling constraint” that allows people to fulfill their hopes, aspirations, and
desires embedded within their habitus. Consuming is therefore an act of fulfillment that
leads to both the internalization and externalization of meritocracy.
This type of analysis allows us to re-imagine our relationship to objects,
specifically providing insight into the phenomenological and affective experiences of day
to day life through our multi-faceted relationships with objects. Such a viewpoint allows
us to humanize the myth of meritocracy and the American Dream leading to a better
understanding of why these concepts resonate with people. Furthermore, this approach
will also allow us to examine the differential experiences and engagement with
meritocracy based on intersectional identities and historical circumstances they enter
with. I argue that an archaeological analysis of meritocracy opens a nuanced way of
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understanding the everyday meaning making that occurs through our engagement with
materiality, while offering a potential point of insertion to shift the conversation through
political and collective action (McGuire 2008; Saitta 2007).
Ultimately, I explore how materiality as theoretical lens allows us to explore the
resilience and perpetuation of meritocratic subjectivity in the United States through an
analysis of the built environment (defined here in the loosest sense of the term as our
relationship to houses, landscapes, advertisements, clothing, appliances, cars, etc.). The
dissertation utilizes a four-field approach centered around archaeology to theorize how
consumption objectifies desires, hopes, and aspirations, regardless if we choose to ascribe
to the myth of meritocracy or not. Specifically, I use documentary archaeology to
demonstrate how the very materiality of documents shapes our consumption of success
stories. I then demonstrate how the very act of archaeological excavation creates a
moment of object elicitation that allows for a critical reflection on meritocratic
subjectivities. Finally, I analyze the artifacts themselves in relation to meritocratic
notions of uplift and respectability. I emphasize throughout the dissertation that
archaeological anthropology is central to critically examining meritocracy because of its
ability to disarm and make visible the active creation of historic narratives and ideologies.
The very materiality of artifacts and how they appear and disappear into the landscape
offers us various strands of evidence to explore how and why meritocracy is regenerated
in U.S. society.
Due to the way objects inform and signify particular social relationships (whether
familial or imagined community), our participation within society follows a social
contract based on cultural values and morals. The social contract is reflected back to us in

13

our relationship with each other and the materials we engage with, what I call
“meritocratic artifacts” in Chapter 2, creating a normative feedback loop that incentivizes
and rewards meritocratic subjectivity. The consequences and repercussion of this
subjectivity is the accumulation of rewards that shape the built environment and our
perceptions of one another through a moral lens. Through this lens, the materiality of
meritocracy is part and parcel of the social regeneration, resilience, and perpetuation of
the American Dream.
The goal of the dissertation is therefore not to whole heartedly condemn hard
work, but to bring back the social dimensions and linkages that support our successes. By
bringing the social production of success to the forefront, I hope to counteract the
negative aspects of meritocracy, specifically its promotion of “Social Darwinist” thinking
and individual entitlement. Seeing such uncritical entitlement to one’s deserts in society
as destabilizing to the social fabric, I urge for a more critical engagement with the
moralizing elements of meritocracy, specifically how it frames distributive justice (i.e.
who is deserving of what resources in society and why). I hope by shifting the
conversation towards a more equity-based argument, we can create a better society that
ensures people have their basic needs taken care of regardless of their social class.
Research Design
The following section is an overview of the research design I proposed to my
dissertation committee. As a civically engaged science, I want to show how the data I use
was both collected and utilized in order to come up with my conclusions about the topic.
It is important in a “post-truth” era to show both the positives and shortcomings of social
science research. By laying bare both my biases, concentrations, and research questions, I
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hope to develop a “scientific legibility” that brings people into the research process,
allowing them to understand how and why anthropologists do their work and how they
generate their findings and conclusions.
Institutional Review Board
As a social science research project, the following research was conducted under
the approval of an institutional review board that ensured “no harm” would be committed
to participants partaking in the project. Protocol #s: 2014-2313 and 2016-2899 detail my
approach to project. The following sections are a more detailed look at the project itself.
Hypothesis
The articulation of memory, materiality, and meritocracy through meritocratic
artifacts shapes the way we think, talk, and interact with each other, creating a feedback
loop that ingrains and reinforces meritocratic thinking. This perpetuates a system of
inequality through embodied and externalized notions of hard work, entitlement, merit,
hope, and aspiration that act like moralizing tools to justify the unequal distribution of
wealth.
Case Study
Exploration of the Dr. James Still Historic Office and Homestead (Medford, NJ) through
the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project (DJSCAP)
Project Timeline
Documentary Research: Master’s Thesis (Lorenc 2013)
Monthly Community Workshops: Jan. 16, Feb. 13, Mar. 12, Apr. 9, and May 7, 2016
Geophysical Survey: May 7-11, 2016
Archaeological Training: May 28-29, 2016
Archaeological Excavations (Year 1): 4 weeks of public excavations through an
archaeological field school, June 21- July 15, 2016
Archaeological Excavations (Year 2): 6 weeks of public excavations through an
archaeological field school, June 27- August 5, 2017
Artifact Cataloging and Analysis: Fall 2017 to Summer 2018
Dissertation Writing: Fall 2018 to Winter 2018
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Data Sets
-Material Culture (Artifacts recovered from excavation and the current built environment
i.e. Historic Office, historic markers, and Education Center)
-Documents (Early Recollections and Life of Dr. James Still (1877), deeds, probate
inventories, tax lists, wills, court records, legislative petitions, census data, periodicals,
maps, atlases, Education Center pamphlets, event flyers and promotional material,
content from Facebook page)
-Ethnographic Interviews and Participant Observation (150 informal “ethnography in the
unit” interviews and 10 formal interviews)
Methods
-Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)/ Critical Race Theory (CRT): The
project is rooted in CBPR/CRT approach to community engagement, specifically
concerning consensus-based planning and research design and outreach.
-Archaeological Excavations: Excavations will focus on the Historic Office and
Homestead of Dr. James Still. Due to geophysical data and consensus-based planning
workshops with the community, we concentrated specifically on the foundation of Dr.
Still’s Victorian House with test units exploring anomalies in the yard.
-Documentary Archaeology: This project engages with the archival turn occurring in
various disciplines in order to understand the production, circulation, and consumption of
Dr. Still’s autobiography (1877) and other documents related to the Dr. Still site and
Education Center efforts.
-Ethnography: The project will utilize ethnography to explore the construction of the
AHD by the Dr. James Still Historic Office and Education Center (DJSHOEC), the way
visitors experience the site, and to explore how volunteers engage the process of
archaeological excavation through object elicitation. I have developed a new
methodology called “ethnography in the unit” in order to capture the moment of
discovery and deliberation that occurs during the excavation process.
Research Questions
1) How and why does the Dr. James Still story resonate with the public? What can
this tell us about how and why people embody meritocracy?
2) What role does materiality play in shaping meritocratic subjectivities at the site?
What can this tell us about the objectification of meritocracy in our built
environment and how does it affect our social relationships?
3) How does archaeological excavation shift subjectivities and narratives at the site?
How do these shifts relate to memory, materiality, and meritocracy? How can
these shifts inform our understanding of meritocracy?
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Matching Research Questions to Methods and Data
Research
question

Hypothesis or
assumptions

Data or
evidence
needed

Data
collection
methods

Who/What? Data
Sampling
processing

How and
why does the
Dr. James
Still story
resonate with
the public?

The emphasis
on Dr. Still’s
success story
promotes and
substantiates
American
meritocracy as
a lived reality
and possibility.

Verbatim
quotes
concerning
why people
find the AHD
interesting

Ethnographic
interviews

Visitors,
Volunteers,
Descendants

NVivo

What role
does
materiality
play in
shaping
meritocratic
subjectivities
at the site?

Materiality
creates a
dialectical
engagement
between people
and their
engagement
with the site
(i.e. out of
sight, out of
mind).

Determine how
people came to
hear about the
site and what
influenced their
engagement
and
interpretation
of the site the
most

Ethnographic
interviews,
historic and
contemporary
documents,
historic
markers

Visitors
Volunteers
Descendants

NVivo

How does
archaeology
shift
subjectivities
at the site?
How do these
shifts relate
to memory,
materiality,
and
meritocracy?

The
archaeological
process shifts
what is
remembered
and possible at
the site. This
shift will
inform how
contemporary
viewpoints
influence the
interpretation
of the past.

Archaeological
excavations,
volunteer field
notes and
interpretations

Ethnography
in the unit,
Object
(artifact)
Elicitation,
CommunityBased
Participatory
Research

Visitors,
Volunteers,
Descendants

NVivo,
Artifact
Analysis,
Excavation
Notes
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Chapter Overview
The dissertation will be split into seven chapters with an introduction and
conclusion. In Chapter 1, I provide an overview of meritocracy as a moral economy. The
goal of the chapter is to take an anthropological approach to understanding the broader
cosmology behind hard work, talent, entitlement, individualism, and the collective. First,
the chapter will provide the origins of the term looking back to its early espousal in
Plato’s Republic leading up to Michael Young’s popularization of term meritocracy in the
1950s. Special contextualization will be given to formation of the U.S. variant of
meritocracy during this time. As such, the chapter will go into ideas of rugged
individualism, bootstrap ideologies, and ultimately the “American Dream”. The chapter
will conclude with an overview of neoliberalism and its manifestation of meritocratic
subjectivities and affects, exploring the negative effects of self-worth being tied so
closely to merit.
In Chapter 2, I will build off the genealogy of meritocracy laid out in Chapter 1 in
order to understand how meritocratic subjectivities are formed and maintained through
mundane interactions. Specifically, I utilize a four-field anthropological approach to
examine how meritocracy shapes the way we think, talk, and interact. Concentrating on
how objects shape us as much as we shape them, I uncover “meritocratic artifacts” to
demonstrate how we both embody and externalize notions of meritocracy via our
engagement with the built environment. Exploring notions of inheritance, labor, and
distinction, I dig beneath the surface of consumerist acts to understand how and why
people engage with meritocratic materialities in the manner they do, and how these
reflect meritocratic subjectivities.
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In Chapter 3, I shift towards introducing the case study of Dr. James Still. The
chapter serves as an in-depth analysis of the excavations themselves, functioning as a
miniature site report. It will provide data recovered from the geophysical survey in
conjunction with two field seasons of excavation in the summers of 2016 and 2017.
Examining the artifacts recovered, I draw insights into how meritocracy is materialized
via the archaeological assemblage. I specifically explore Dr. Still’s own consumption
pattern in relation to his autobiography. In such a manner, I contextualize Dr. Still’s uplift
narrative within the broader formation of the black bourgeoise. As such, the chapter will
utilize a mixed methods approach that intertwines, memory, materiality, and meritocracy.
In Chapter 4, I trace how the AHD of Dr. Still is formulated and engrained in and
around the historic site. Using documentary archaeology, the archival turn, materiality
theory, and memory studies, I show how narratives of success and commemoration
become engrained in the social consciousness, shaping the way we perceive individuals
not only in the past but in the present. Coupled with a broader engagement with African
American literary theory, I demonstrate how Dr. Still’s autobiography, site markers, and
pamphlets are part and parcel of a broader genealogy of “meritocratic artifacts” that come
to shape and form meritocratic subjectivities at the site.
In Chapter 5, I will be using ethnographic data from DJSCAP, to demonstrate
how volunteers come to understand the Still story. The chapter will reflect on how the
public views the ideas of hard work, opportunity, and success in the United States. I
specifically explore why and how the story of Dr. Still resonates with the public. Once
established, I explore how these ideas are then transplanted and reinforced by the creation
of an AHD in and around the historic site. Through this approach we can get a ground-up
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understanding of meritocracy from the people who are involved at the site through their
interaction with “meritocratic artifacts”.
Chapter 6 introduces the concept of a critical counter-archaeology. The chapter
functions as an in-depth literature review of archaeology’s movement towards more
community-engaged projects. The goal of the chapter is to develop a methodology that
can be utilized by archaeologists seeking to transform traditional hierarchical approaches
towards more community centered paradigms. In order to achieve this, I account for the
various complexities involved in enacting a CBPR project while navigating contemporary
landscapes. As such, this methodology is a shift from meritocratic paradigms based on
strict vertical hierarchies and individual effort towards a horizontal organization and
mutual upkeep under a community paradigm. The chapter provides a template for
engaging diverse communities in participatory research. While it is specifically tuned for
archaeology, the template is useful for any community-based project.
Chapter 7 looks at the very materiality of the archaeological project. The chapter
documents the project from January 2013 to August 2018. It demonstrates the
methodology utilized in order to create a CBPR archaeological project, discussing its
successes and shortcomings. Using ethnographic data garnered from 150 informal
interviews and 10 formal interviews, I demonstrate what can be gleamed from an
archaeological project that is sensitive to community and various stakeholder
expectations and needs. As part of the broader goal of the dissertation to understand how
and why meritocracy persists in the United States, the chapter will explore how we
engrain meritocracy into the built environment.
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Utilizing various aspects of DJSCAP, from interviews, to excavation, to
volunteering and donations, I pinpoint how meritocratic thinking is externalized via our
interaction and interpretation of the material world. First, I explore how and why
archaeology is perceived in the manner it is. Utilizing the theoretical framework from
Chapter 2, I use an object elicitation I designed called “ethnography in the unit” to
understand how archaeology functions both as method and metaphor. In this manner I
demonstrate how CBPR lends itself to creating a particular ethnographic moment that
allows for deeper insights into how communities engage with historic sites and
meritocracy more broadly. Following this, I utilize a materiality theory-based focus to
excavate meritocracy out of the built environment. Exploring specifically the actors and
actants revolving around the Education Center, I interrogate the prosaic forms
meritocracy takes via volunteering, donations, and community efforts at the site.
The conclusion of the dissertation serves as an overview of alternatives to the
current system of meritocratic thinking. First, I show alternative ways of thinking about
labor, effort, and entitlement by reframing our perception of meritocratic distributive
justice. Second, I explore various examples of projects and community efforts that
challenge traditional meritocratic forms of organization. I do this by exploring the role of
cooperatives, participatory governance, and universal basic income as possible
alternatives. Through this manner. I demonstrate how horizontal, cooperative efforts can
counter the worst tenants of meritocracy while preserving, nurturing, and reclaiming the
kernel of hard work and talent that is valued by a large subset of the population.
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CHAPTER 1
THE MORAL ECONOMY OF MERITOCRACY:
A THEORY OF LABOR AND ENTITLEMENT
“The emotions of man are stirred more quickly than man’s intelligence; and, as I
pointed out some time ago in an article on the function of criticism, it is much more easy
to have sympathy with suffering than it is to have sympathy with thought. Accordingly,
with admirable, though misdirected intentions, they very seriously and very sentimentally
set themselves to the task of remedying the evils they see. But their remedies do not cure
the disease: they merely prolong it. Indeed, their remedies are part of the disease. They
try to solve the problem of poverty, for instance, by keeping the poor alive; or, in the case
of a very advanced school, by amusing the poor. But this is not a solution: it is an
aggravation of the difficulty. The proper aim is to try and reconstruct society on such a
basis that poverty will be impossible.”
- Oscar Wilde, The Soul of Man Under Socialism (1891)
“What do you expect?" he said. "For generations they've been built up to worship
competition and the market, productivity and economic usefulness, and the envy of their
fellow men-and boom! it's all yanked out from under them. They can't participate, can't
be useful any more. Their whole culture's been shot to hell.”
- Kurt Vonnegut, Player Piano
Introduction
Although the term meritocracy is relatively recent, the concept has appeared in
numerous forms throughout history (Littler 2018; McNamee and Miller 2014; White
2007). The goal of this chapter is to explore the notion, attempting to find its
anthropological underpinnings and transformations through a long durée view of human
history. In order to achieve this, the chapter will be split up into three sections. I will first
provide a historiography of meritocracy in the United States, connecting several common
denominators from the 17th century to contemporary society. The goal of this section is
to identify and trace discourses concerning individual opportunity for social mobility and
its relation to morality. I will demonstrate how these discourses are inherited and
engrained as the normative value system in U.S. society’s political rhetoric, public
imagination, and ultimately the built environment. In the second part, I will explore the
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ontological roots of meritocracy through an analysis of moral economy. This will be
essential in framing why the concepts of hard work and talent resonates with so many
people living in the United States, both poor and rich, and those in between. Pulling from
anthropological literature on economy, labor, and the good life, I will establish how
culturally specific notions of hard work and labor are transformed and used by dominant
hegemonic forces. Finally, I will explore the affective dimensions of meritocracy,
pinpointing how our subjectivities articulate with material conditions under neoliberal
policies. The final part of this chapter specifically explores our relation to a deeper,
cosmological sense of entitlement and opportunity and the ways it is tapped into by
particular policies and political rhetoric.
Part One- The Roots of Meritocracy: A Brief Cultural History
Meritocracy is a term popularly coined by Michael Young in his 1958 dystopian
satire, Rise of Meritocracy: 1870-20331. In this novel, Young describes a society
structured by merit (in this world equated to intelligence and effort) that leads to rigid and
justified stratification of people. In such a society, those in power are the most capable
and virtuous due to their performance on merit-based testing. In this hierarchical
organization of society, members rationalize levels of inequality as a reflection of their
merit, mirroring a “Social Darwinist” perspective. Functioning as a satire, the novel
resonated with many discussions concerning opportunity, merit, and status in industrial
societies, reflecting deeply held cultural beliefs, not only in England (where the novel is
based in) but also in the United States.
As many authors argue (Littler 2018, Longoria 2008, McNamee and Miller 2013, Sen
2000, White 2007), the idea of a true meritocracy is a myth even in nations with upward

23

mobility. As these authors note, a purely meritocratic society is not possible, because we
all inherit various forms of capital from not only our immediate families but also the
environment we grew up in. Opportunity is therefore structured by who you know, what
you know, economic inheritance, and luck in addition to hard work and talent.
Furthermore, nations such as Singapore, which pride themselves as openly being
meritocratic in policy and promotion, are not without their own criticisms (Appold 2013;
Bell et al 2012; Bellows 2009; Lee 2011; Moore 2000; Tan 2008; Tan 2013). Part of this
stems from the inherent contradictions of meritocracy. Littler (2018, 3-8) sees five
problems with the contemporary idea of meritocracy:
1) Internal Contradiction of Competition
“it endorses a competitive, linear, hierarchical system in which by definition certain
people must be left behind. The top cannot exist without the bottom. Not everyone
can “rise.” Unrealized talent is therefore both the necessary and structural condition
of its existence.” In such a manner, “Meritocracy offers a ladder system of social
mobility, promoting a socially corrosive ethic of competitive self-interest which both
legitimizes inequality and damages community by requiring people to be in a
permanent state of competition with each other”. In such a competition, people who
are demonized as being “leeches on the system” are necessary for the system to
function under homeostatic conditions.
2) Conflation of Talent and Intelligence is Biologically Deterministic
“the contemporary logic of meritocracy frequently (though not always) assumes that
talent and intelligence are innate; it depends on an essentialized conception of
intellect and aptitude.” As Young intimates, such linear notion of IQ resemble the
logic of eugenics, i.e. the “Myth of inherent difference”.2 Pulling from broader
literature on biocultural approaches to anthropology, we know that culture and
biology mutually construct and constrict each other (Leatherman and Goodman
2011). Correlating talent and intelligence to biology alone is therefore short-sighted.
3) Economics, Social, and Cultural Factors play a huge role in one’s ability to
“climb the ladder”
“it ignores the fact that climbing the ladder is simply much harder for some people
than others… For some people the rungs of the ladder are not as available or as
tangible in the same way as for others; the top is placed out of reach.” “In addition,
the availability of material and psychological resources depends on social location.
Whether you have the opportunity to touch a musical instrument, spend time
practicing it or becoming accomplished at it depends on the availability of the
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instrument and the demands on time as much as anything else (such as physiological
facility, self-identity, or available tuition.” Coupled with the realms of housing,
education, and work opportunities these factors directly affect performance and life
chances. This is what Fischer et al term “the triumvirate of deprivation, segregation,
and stigma” asking in turn “what does a good education mean when there is little
surety it will bring a good job? What does a good job mean when choice of
neighborhoods is restricted? (Fischer et al 1996, 1850 cited by Littler 2017).
4) Status is uncritically valorized
“its uncritical valorization of particular forms of status, in the hierarchical ranking of
professions and status it endorses.” “Why they are there- and whether they should be
there- tends to be less discussed”. “The language of meritocracy is about moving
upwards in financial and class terms, but whilst this may entail, for example, being
better fed, it does not mean existing in a “better” or “happier” culture.
5) Effort is over-valued in regard to one’s privileges
“it functions as an ideological myth to obscure and extend economic and social
inequalities.” “One of the key components of this ideological myth is how “effort” is
over-valued, and social and economic location is not considered or ignored (Khan
2010 as cited by Littler 2018, 8).”
Despite these reasons, meritocracy has still gained currency, partially because of the
broader sense of prosperity that was occurring during the post-war WWII economic
boom (Chomsky 2017; Reich 2011). Meritocracy, as a political term, began to circulate
in discourses after the publication of the book, ultimately becoming a mirror in which the
United States’ reflection was all too familiar. The notion of meritocracy, while not called
by this name in the past, resembled deep cultural roots that were part of the American
mythos. The notion of the rugged individual, who was able to pull themselves up by their
bootstraps, became ingrained in the American imagination since the colonization of the
continent and found its way into many discourses throughout the 18th to 21st centuries.
Throughout the history of the country, many thinkers and scholars have examined aspects
of the American success story (Copeland and Labuski 2013; McNamee and Miller 2014;
Samuel 2012; Weiss 1969) in relationship to what was ultimately called the “American
Dream”. While many of these authors argue that there are multiple dreams, few would
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deny that they all have a common connective strand rooted within meritocracy’s basic
tenants of rewarding hard work and talent with mobility up the social ladder.
Even the idea of the “social ladder” reflects U.S. dispositions to meritocracy.
Examining the linguistic dimensions of meritocracy, Littler analyzes how the metaphor of
ladders and society has become engrained in popular consciousness, quoting Raymond
Williams,
“the ladder is a perfect symbol of the bourgeois idea of society, for, while it
undoubtedly offers the opportunity to climb, ‘it is a device that can only be used
individually, you go up the ladder alone.’ Such an ‘alternative to solidarity’, pointed
out Williams, has dazzles many working class leaders and is objectionable in two
respects: firstly, it weakens community and the task of common betterment; and
secondly, it “sweetens the poison of hierarchy” by offering advancement through
merit rather than money or birth, whilst retaining a commitment to the very notion of
hierarchy itself (Williams 1958, 331 cited in Littler 2018, 3).
She continues citing that the ladder is not the only imagery used by meritocrats, but
also various sport analogies such as “level playing field” and “the underdog”. Sport
analogies figure “life as a game, in players all starting from an equal footing, not slanted
and favoring some over others” (Littler 2018, 3). As she continues, the idea of thinking
and speaking through sports terminology frames the way we act with competition,
win/loss, and winners vs losers becoming a binary that we see the world through. As she
quotes, “Metaphors are ‘ideas we live by’, as Lakoff and Johnson famously put it (1980)”
(Littler 2018, 3). While the complexity of the world does not distill itself into such
binaries, it has become the dominate way for thinking, shaping public policy and U.S.
views of distributive justice (Longoria 2008). The term meritocracy ultimately becomes
popularized in the 1980s during the Reagan years. Under neoliberalism, the term has lost
its pejorative, satirical origins, becoming a rallying cry for the dominant class, as Michael
Young feared (2001).

26

Because of its deep-seated nature, meritocracy as a moral framework, fundamentally
structures our understanding of multiple “American Dreams”. The first part of this
chapter will provide a brief historiography of meritocracy in the United States,
connecting several common denominators from the 17th century to contemporary society.
This overview is not meant to be comprehensive, but rather aims to trace discourses
concerning the individual and opportunity in relationship to social mobility. These
discourses become engrained as the normative value system in U.S. society’s political
rhetoric, public imagination, built environment, and numerous cultural artifacts. The
imprint of meritocracy on American society continues to structure our understanding of
ourselves and others as is evident in the nation’s celebration of successful individuals
such as Dr. James Still. The goal of this chapter is therefore to provide the tools to
critically assess such success narratives, examining how and why they resonate with our
meritocratic subjectivities. In such a manner, we are excavating the term to understand
how we have inherited “common sense” ways of thinking about work, effort, talent, and
opportunity rather than assuming they are a priori.
Meritocracy in the U.S.A.: The American Dream
In order to begin this historiography, it is useful to start with the idea of
“America”. In Jackson Lears’ book Fables of Abundance (1994), the author examines
discourses concerning the “New World” in the European imagination. Often portrayed as
a land of abundance, Lears taps into a Western imagination based on ideas of hope,
aspiration, and opportunity. America became the land of plenty, offering those who had
limited social mobility in Europe, often due to rigid aristocracies, an opportunity to
partake in the richness of the land. Arguing that the country was based on this optimism,
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Lears ultimately traces how the public imagination of abundance seeps into the fabric of
everyday life, equating in the process the idea that America was the land of opportunity,
hopes, and dreams.
McNamee and Miller (2014) argue that such distinctions allowed America to
define itself in opposition to the British aristocratic monarchy. The notion of “Life,
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness” engrained in the Bill of Rights sought to limit state
power over individual freedoms. Furthermore, the emphasis on checks and balances of
government reflected their mistrust of unilateral power leading to the formation of a
representative republic. In their quest for political freedom from tyranny, the founding
fathers sought to create conditions that supported the economic freedom to achieve uplift
based on one’s own merit. Influenced by the zeitgeist of the period, McNamee and Miller
credit Adam Smith’s An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations
(1776) as one of the many blueprints that help set up American free market capitalism.
With its emphasis on rational self-interest, individual competition, private ownership, and
laissez-faire principles, Smith explored the rise of market economies over feudalism,
arguing that society can benefit from such a shift (Crehan 2016). In a market economy,
he argued, individuals could own their own land, be their own bosses, and move up based
on their own efforts.
Opportunity and abundance became the mantra that dominated early discourses
concerning the country. Part of this conceptualization becomes solidified in the founding
father’s formulation of a “natural aristocracy”, one based on talent and hard work. One of
the biggest supporters of this idea, Thomas Jefferson, was working off similar arguments
made by Plato in his book “The Republic” (2007). Stuart White (2007) in his book
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Equality traces this lineage arguing that Plato envisioned a society ruled by merit,
claiming that a “city works best and is just when people specialize in meeting specific
needs according to their respective aptitudes and abilities” (2007, 28-29). Such a system
would lead to the ordering of Social classes into 1) Guardian Class, 2) Military Class, 3)
Artisan, Farmer, Merchant Class, each with a distinct role in society. Having these
positions earned rather than inherited by birth would allow for mobility based on aptitude
and traits, ensuring that only people of the right constitution inhabited positions of power
and rule.
Working off this conceptualization, Aristotle would argue for a “mixed
constitution”, were one would divide political authority between rich and poor, oligarchy
and aristocracy, in contrast to total rule of Guardian class (White 2007, 30). Part of the
reason was to ensure a system of checks and balances rather than one based on total rule.
This idea becomes part and parcel of the United States government taking on the form of
three branches, the executive, legislative, and judicial. Similarly, during the formative
years of the United States, Thomas Paine writes the Rights of Man (1984) describing his
views on natural rights regarding governments. Against hereditary forms of rule such as
aristocracies, Paine argues that character rather than inheritance should determine titles
(White 2007, 53). While wealthy white landowners refused to give up their power (see
Cheryl Harris’s Whiteness as Property (1993) and Cedric Robinsons’ Black Marxism
(2000) for an in-depth overview), the popular imagination for a society based on
meritocracy began to take form.
Central to the formation of a society based on the idea of meritocracy, was a
balancing act between contradictory values. It is therefore essential to differentiate
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between two formulations of meritocracy as seen in the U.S., that of weak meritocracy
and strong meritocracy (White 2007). Due to the contradictory formulation of a
democracy with individual rights that is based on a natural aristocracy, the United States
finds itself at the center of many contradictions (McNamee and Miller 2013; Longoria
2008). These contradictions are central to how and why scholars view the notion that we
live in a true meritocracy as myth. McNamee and Miller argue that there is an unequal
distribution of social, cultural, economic, and symbolic capital (a la Bourdieu 1984)
which shifts the starting line for many people in the U.S. These barriers prevent a true
meritocracy from forming, instead creating a rigid class structure where inheritance and
the starting line engrain and concentrate wealth with little chance for true mobility. They
argue, as White does, that proponents of a strong meritocracy background these
inequalities, obfuscating a system of privileges such as schooling, inheritance, social
networks, etc. that undergird success stories. Those who believe that we live in a strong
version of meritocracy generally do not account for these factors, arguing that one’s hard
work and natural talent allowed them to prosper despite social factors.
The formulation of weak meritocracy on the other hand, focuses on discrimination
and the need for laws that prevent unfair advantage given to establishments and
individuals that would benefit from selective exclusion. A weak meritocracy seeks to
level the playing field and create an equal footing for people to achieve success. It is
arguable that when one considers the various concessions we make between democracy
and meritocracy (such as inheritance of estates and property), that the United States is a
weak meritocracy rather than a strong one (Longoria 2008). Most people interviewed by
Longoria in his book on distributive justice shows this pattern, especially concerning
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widespread agreement that one should be allowed to pass their inheritance onto their kids
(thereby negating the equal footing and opportunity we imagine in a meritocracy). This
formulation of weak meritocracy, while admirable in its goal, does not address whether a
system ruled by merit is just. Furthermore, a society ruled by those who rightfully believe
they belong in power due to their own merit, comes with its own problems (Young 2004).
How do we come to terms with the dehumanization that occurs when people view others
as less than them due to the type of labor they engage in or the social class they belong
to? How do you reckon with people who marshal their hard work and success as a
justification for the inequality present in society?
Despite these contestations, the idea of a meritocracy whether weak or strong,
shaped the public imagination of what the U.S.A. could offer. These discourses would lay
the foundation for an American imagination based on equal opportunity and hard work.
Even Alexis de Tocqueville noted “the charm of anticipated success” in his 1838 book
Democracy in America as a staple of American culture (Cullin 2003, 5). Cultural critics
of America throughout the 19th century would comment on such optimism, seeing within
the U.S. unimpeded opportunity and wealth. Public imagination began to embrace such
notions as the U.S. continued its economic growth and expansion. This mirrored what
Henry David Thoureau’s (1854) mused, saying that Americans hold onto the idea that
“one can advance confidently in the direction of one’s dreams to live out an imagined
life” (Cullen 2003, 10). This notion of unimpeded opportunity is most notably realized in
what is called the “Horatio Algers Myth” and or “the bootstrap myth”.
In his work The Myth of American Success, Richard Weiss (1969) traces the idea
of unimpeded opportunity and work ethic to the Puritan self-help tradition, a concept
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structured by his reading of Max Weber’s Protestant Work Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism. Weiss traces the narrative of the self-made man and its roots in American
culture through a historiography of literature produced in the 18th to early 20th centuries.
Weiss views the myth of success within a broader cosmology that ties into notions of
ethics and morality (concepts we will unpack in the second part of this paper). In his
book he traces discussions concerning work ethic, abundance, and individualism from
Cotton Mather’s Bonifacius, or Essays to do Good Work (1710), to Benjamin Franklin’s
Poor Richard’s Almanac (published in the mid-1700s), to McGuffey readers (an 1830s
children textbooks series that discussed character building through the acquisition and
development of particular traits and skills), to Horatio Algers (whose novels revolved
around a white male who loses their father and then makes his own way in society
without the need for inherited wealth to get ahead), and then ultimately ending with his
analysis of Norman Vincent Peele (the producer of mind power literature that stressed the
importance of willpower and the “power of positive thinking” to shift one’s own wellbeing). In his historiography, Weiss denotes how success became conflated with
morality. In this framework, if you were poor your character lacked morality and was
therefore deserving of their lot in life. If you were rich, it was because you did something
right and deserve it. Such perceptions were rooted in the idea that anyone could make it
in the land of plenty, a sentiment that percolates to the present under the guise of the
American Dream (Longoria 2009).
As both Lears and Weiss demonstrate, discourses of the “American Dream” were
alive before the term was coined by John Truslow Adams in 1931 in his book The Epic of
America.3 As Lawrence Samuels notes, Adams’ original conceptualization of the term
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revolved around the “inherent right to be restricted by no barriers” (2012, 14). Core to
this concept was the notion of unimpeded opportunity. Jim Cullen in American Dream: A
Short History of an Idea That Shaped a Nation further explored the term, stating “a
recognition that the Dream is neither a reassuring verity nor an empty bromide but rather
a complex idea with manifold implications that can cut different ways” (2003, 6-7).
Cullen, similar to Weiss, traces the American Dream throughout U.S. history from the
arrival of the Puritans, to crafting the Declaration of Independence (materiality that still
influences our understanding of self and opportunity as citizens of the U.S.), to the social
mobility narrative of Abraham Lincoln (one can tie Barrack Obama into this narrative
today), to the civil rights movement (Specifically Martin Luther King, Jr.’s
conceptualization of the “Dream”), to the subsidization of home ownership (as traced
from Lincoln’s passing of the “Homestead Act” to the creation of suburbs in the postWWII environment), and ultimately the luck narrative (making it big in show business or
the tech world).
Although Cohen and Weiss take different avenues in their historiography, they
both touch on similar topics and trends throughout the formation of the United States.
Ultimately, Cullen argues that there are “many American Dreams, their appeal
simultaneously resting on their variety and their specificity” (2003, 7). While numerous
pages have been spent exploring various American Dreams (Turkel 1980; Stoll 2009),
central to many of their stories is a shift in material conditions that allowed for one to
achieve the standard of living they desired. The American Dream became a packaged
idea that was consumed by numerous people. Tracing this conceptualization of the
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American Dream is therefore central to understanding the particular version of U.S.
meritocracy as it developed in the late 19th and early 20th century.
Consuming the American Dream
Arguably, the conceptualization of the American Dream as being synonymous
with mass consumption did not occur until the early 20th century. While one’s
relationship to the material world was always part and parcel of the various American
Dreams, a particular conceptualization of if occurred with the advent of mass industry. In
part due to the role of advertising, consumerism became lauded as a civic duty (Cohen
2003; Hyman 2012; Leers 1994; Marchand 1985). Consumerism is therefore inextricably
bound to notions of meritocracy, especially concerning ideas of uplift, the good life, and
equal opportunity. With the ability to partake in a mass consumer culture via Sears,
Roebuck, & Co. catalogs, a wide subset of the U.S. population found itself able to
experience the material realities of the American Dream, thereby reinforcing its reality
(Cohen 2003; Copeland and Labuski 2013; Mullins 1999a; 1999b; 2001; Samuels 2011).
However, it was not until the post-WWII years that we saw a very particular packaging of
the American Dream, with its white picket fences, suburban homes, and household
conveniences, became solidified in public consciousness. With this solidification, the
built environment that engendered meritocratic subjectivities began to take shape,
coupling the American Dream with tangible markers of success and just desert.
Tracing this development further, we begin to see a selective development of
certain areas and communities to the detriment of others, demonstrating that while mass
production and consumption was available, factors such as racism and sexism still
prevented a mass achievement of the American Dream. In Debtor Nation: The History of
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America in Red Ink, Louis Hyman argues that the commodification of credit allowed for
post-war Americans to subsidize their own American Dream. Tracing how governmental
policies and corporate interests in credit intersected in relation to profit and capital
investment, Hyman argues that post-WWII mass consumption was made possible due to
the extension and commodification of credit. Due to stable economic prosperity after the
war, consumers, under the assumption that they will be able to pay back their debts due to
job security and a booming economy, purchased appliances, cars, and homes through
credit. Once economic stability began to waiver (traced to the 1970s), credit became
increasingly available under the guise of democratizing access to it. However, the job
security that was present in the post-war years of WWII began to diminish, leaving many
people with debts they could not pay back. Increasingly, the democratization of credit
exacerbated inequalities as governmental investment in suburbs, meant disinvestment in
urban cities (Collins et al 2008; Haines 2010).
The arguments made by Hyman, resonate with the work Lizabeth Cohen, who
similarly traces post-war mass consumption in the United States in her book Consumer
Republic (2003). Cohen, who examines the suburbs of New Jersey, finds similar
conclusions in relationship to the repercussions of governmental policies. Cohen traces
how the suburban sprawl of America was a product of differential access to governmental
aid and subsidies based on race, class, and gender. Her exploration of how white, middle
class males became economically stable through preferential treatment to G.I. Bill
benefits, makes the convincing argument that today’s landscape of inequality has roots in
post-war mass consumer policies.
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The subsidization of the American Dream through the G.I. Bill and the increase of
credit created a landscape in which those who had access to mortgages (i.e. those not
deemed a risk: which left out poor whites, African Americans, and women who otherwise
could not build up a credit score) were able to buy a house. The possession of a home
factored into long-term economic stability which led to further investments and loans that
allowed for the accumulation of wealth by some people. The inheritance of these
properties and wealth led to a further entrenchment of inequalities as neighborhoods
utilized property taxes to ensure agreeable demographics. Meanwhile, those systemically
barred from owning a home were unable to build up their economic capital, severely
restricting their social mobility.
In this way, social mobility became predicated on one’s lot in life prior to the war.
In her detailed analysis of barriers shaping one’s engagement with post-war
consumerism, Cohen demonstrates how individual mass consumption failed to serve as
the “great social leveler”, creating in its wake social inequality that was inscribed in the
built environment of suburban sprawl. Framed within economic terms, Cohen brings
attention to various discriminatory factors both on the state and impersonal levels, such as
redlining and restrictive covenants, which further limited who lived where and how much
their “property value” would hold. In her argument, Cohen sees the intense localization
of suburbs as being one-part overt racism and one-part economic investment.
Cohen specifically concentrates on the increase attention towards subsidizing the
suburbs by the government and the way this led to a disinvestment in urban areas.
Known as “white flight”, many urban areas found themselves in the post-war period
without a diverse class structure (with affluent members moving to the suburbs). This
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movement of people led to decreases in tax revenue which meant that public services
such as hospitals, schools, and police and fire departments were underfunded, creating a
feedback loop that perpetuated structural issues of poverty and perceptions of cities as
blights. By creating and restricting access to suburbs through racial covenants, society
became increasingly stratified along lines of race and class.
This stratification of society was further cemented through the process of market
segmentation, the idea that distinct tastes, orientation, and identities were being created
and embodied by consumer choices. Cohen ultimately argues that market segmentation
permeated other avenues of society (specifically politics), creating a consumer
subjectivity that judged the world around them based on how much a policy benefits
them rather than the collective. Cohen called this the “Consumer Republic”, an idea that
demonstrates the way in which governmental policies, business interests, and consumer
choices articulated together to create landscapes of inequality. Coupled with the
expansion of cheap and available mass goods, the American Dream became “discounted”
as the material trappings of mass consumerism became widespread at the cost of human
capital (Copeland and Labuski 2013).
Neoliberal Meritocracy
Approaching the 1980s, a new economic shift called neoliberalism began to take
shape changing the way many Americans viewed themselves in relation to broader
society (Harvey 2005). Coupled with the idea of a “Consumer Republic”, we inherited a
landscape that ultimately shifted our perception of self and others, allowing for
meritocratic subjectivities that centered individual desires and fulfillment to form (Zizek
2009). Meritocracy would therefore continue to transform, taking on new forms with the
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dominance of neoliberal reforms that occur during the 1980s into the present (Harvey
2005).4 What we see during this time is the hyper-conflation of meritocratic values with
political economic policies, specifically an emphasis on deregulation, privatization, and
financialization. Harvey writes,
“Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade….
State intervention in markets… must be kept to a bare minimum because,
according to the theory, the state cannot possibly possess enough information to
second-guess market signals (prices) and because powerful interests groups will
inevitably distort and bias state interventions (particularly in democracies) for
their own benefit” (2005, 2).
Neoliberalism therefore differs from past liberal political economies. As Foucault
argues in past liberal economies, “the overall exercise of political power can be modelled
on the principles of a market economy” (Foucault 2008, 131 cited by Littler 2018, 42).
Under neoliberalism, there is a shift in how we think about our relations to broader
society from a common good perspective as espoused during the “New Deal” (Reich
2011) towards a more individualistic outlook that sees the free market as a solution to
social problems (Chomsky 2017). Neoliberalism therefore functions like an octopus with
its tentacles grasping society, trying to turn profit out of every possible avenue, viewing
things as public services and education as money-making ventures rather than social
utilities and safety nets. While the negative effects of such policies are well documented
(Chomsky 2017; Harvey 2005; Piketty 2013; Reich 2011; Stiglitz 2013) neoliberalism
has become the dominant economic paradigm on a global level (Chang 2014).
Under neoliberalism, our view of meritocracy has further entrenched itself as a
form of common sense as economic policies and debates often divide the country up into
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liberal and conservative, communism and capitalism, left and right (Chomsky 2017). This
leaves only two options concerning broader economic outlooks, none of which challenge
the basic premise of meritocracy. In fact, both neoliberalism and meritocracy are
supported by both Democratic and Republican parties in the U.S. Congress. By keeping
the debate focused on an either/ or binary, the power structure remains in place. In such a
way meritocracy is hegemonic, ensuring that as long as people view the world through its
lens, the structures in place will not be challenged. It is worthwhile to further unpack this
train of thought as it demonstrates the centrality of meritocratic thinking in U.S. society.
When I say that meritocracy is hegemonic, I mean that there is a dialectical
relationship between the nation-state and citizen, were power is not only coercive (overt
exertion) but also relational (we give systems power and meaning). Pulling from the work
of Antonio Gramsci, specifically his use of the concepts of cultural hegemony and
common sense as defined by Kate Crehan (2017), I will explain how people become
complicit with the dominant frame of thinking. For Gramsci, studying popular culture
and the various discourses and opinions surrounding certain topics was a fertile ground
for understanding how people position and see themselves in the world. Gramsci looked
at the invisible guiding hand structuring society and its dominant way of thinking.
Meritocracy under this framework demonstrates how rewarding hard work and talent
becomes a form of “common sense” that allows the dominant class to stay in power
through a “consent and reward mechanism” that is not questioned but rather reinforced as
the “social norm”.
The term “common sense” or as he writes “senso commune” is different than the
colloquial English use that denotes practical sense. Rather, it has more neutral than

39

positive connotations. Gramsci uses the term for all those heterogenous beliefs people
arrive at not through critical reflection, but encounter as already existing, self-evident
truths. These are beliefs and opinions held in common (senso comune). By focusing on
the complicated roots of collective knowledge, through its contradictory and shifting
components, Gramsci was interested in seeing how such ideas becomes accepted,
specifically what appeals and resonates with people. Through this deep understanding of
how people construct their social reality, Gramsci was exploring possible ways in which
change and resistance can occur. He studied these patterns so that he can understand who
can shift the debate, when they can, and how they can do it in hopes of challenging social
inequality.
The formulation of Gramsci’s notion of cultural hegemony is central to understanding
how and why meritocratic thinking persists and who ultimately benefits from it. Under a
cultural hegemonic analysis of meritocracy, it is those who own the means of production
and capital that ultimately benefit from a large subset of the population believing in
meritocracy. Ideally, this large subset is seen as willing workers who are appeased
through a reward and incentive system that satiates their desires enough for them not to
question the system in place. The maintenance of such power is highly adaptive through
the guise of “status quo”, specifically the idea espoused in such sayings as “That’s the
way things have always been done. That’s how it should be.” Such posturing ensures that
the system in place allows to continue with those in power continuing to benefit.
For instance, let’s examine the common sense of meritocracy more closely and how
this plays out concerning power and the status quo. The common sense of meritocracy
argues, everyone has the equal opportunity to succeed. Failure to succeed is rooted in
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something inherently wrong with the individual (i.e. they aren’t working hard enough; are
not talented; or culturally deficient). Under such a formulation, hard work and talent will
overcome any obstacle as long as you persevere.
Who benefits from such common sense? While it is possible that engaging in hard
work and perseverance may lead to material gains, it is those who set the rules and have
the means that ultimately benefit. Those who accept this notion but are without means
will only get scraps from the table. If they are given just enough reward to keep them
satisfied, they have no incentive to challenge the system. In fact, they become even more
defensive of it because of the material gains they experience under the status quo. In such
a manner, a feedback loop is created. Anything that challenges common sense or the
status quo is dealt with strategically as being the antithesis to practicality and ultimately
demonized as destabilizing to the system. Furthermore, it is seen as an attack on personal
liberty and one’s sense of entitlement to the “fruits of their labor” creating visceral
responses to redistribution of resources (Karjanen 2010).
Examining how such cultural hegemony in the United States is maintained, Artz and
Murphy provide a useful overview of Todd Glitin’s work on social movements and the
hegemonic responses to their demands (2000, 174). Glitin (1980) lists the stages of
hegemonic responses to social movements as:
First: Omission (Not part of the news cycle or public discourse)
Second: Marginalization (Treated as a niche concern)
Third: Trivialization (Looked at as a joke, not considered serious)
Fourth: Demonization (Viewed as the problem, becomes the scapegoats for larger
systemic issues created by the dominant ruling class)
Fifth: Polarization (Leaves the populace divided and unable to communicate)
Artz and Murphy (2000) add a sixth, Co-Option, the social movement gets a watereddown version of their demands, making it look like they were successful, and things have
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changed when in reality the dominant ruling class still stays in control. Under
neoliberalism, co-option becomes the main way to sanitize any radical idea into a moneymaking venture. As Littler notes, she sees the co-opting of various social movements by
corporations as the main tool for obfuscating inequality under neoliberalism. She calls
these new narratives ‘neoliberal justice narratives’, a term she says refers to an “attempt
to redress some forms of inequality whilst perpetuating others” (2018, 53). In other
words, she sees the proliferation of apparent victories in the domain of identity politics
and progressive values as an acquiescence from the dominant power structure, not a
departure from it. In the proliferation of diversity within mediums such as tv and movies,
many have confused and compounded the diversity of look with the diversity of thought.
Pulling from Franz Fanon’s Black Skins, White Masks (2008) it is easy to see how a
hegemonic outlook concerning the power structure is coupled with a familiar face to
distract from processes of co-option. By equating phenotypical diversity with diversity of
thought, we fail to recognize how people can be used as token symbols for various ends
(Leong 2013). Victories under such conditions should be critically examined. As Zora
Neale Hurston reminds us, “All my skinfolk ain’t my kinfolk.”
Under neoliberal policies, meritocracy takes on new, ubiquitous forms,
emphasizing the individual and the luck they can make. This is perhaps best exemplified
in the proliferation of the gig economy as noted by Littler (2018, 49-51). In a gig
economy, economic work resembles what Tracy Ross (2010) calls “flexploitation” (as
cited by Littler 2018, 51). In such a system the worker is given the illusion of flexibility
when in reality they take on the brunt end of the responsibilities such as providing
insurance, paying for wear and tear, and other liabilities related to precarious
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employment. The company overseeing the gig economy however benefits from not
having to provide their employees benefits, treating them as contract workers. While such
a position may be welcome to some, it increasingly normalizes the top down exploitation
of workers who have no recourse. Ultimately, under such economic systems, the burden
of success is placed back on the individual, creating a feedback loop were structural and
systemic issues are obfuscated, while the role individuals play is over-highlighted. The
formation of such a meritocratic subjectivity fundamentally shapes the ontology of those
living under neoliberal pressures. A deeper analysis of this subjectivity and its cultural
roots is therefore necessary in order to understand how and why meritocracy becomes
common sense.
Part 2: The Ontology of Meritocracy
What does it mean to be meritocratic? How does it play out in day to day
relationships? My interest in meritocracy began when I started reading Stephen J.
McNamee and Robert K. Miller, Jr.’s work “The Meritocracy Myth”. McNamee and
Miller argue that meritocracy “refers to a social system as whole in which individuals get
ahead and earn rewards in direct proportion to their individual efforts and abilities”
(2014, 2). In their book, the authors go to great extant to demonstrate how meritocracy is
a myth rarely achieved, but readily believed. Through their exploration of various case
studies and sociological data, the authors dismantle the idea that the United States
provides an equal opportunity for social mobility. Exploring notions of social capital
(whom you know), cultural capital (the “right stuff”), an economic capital (finances), the
authors pinpoint ways in which hard work does not necessarily equal success (McNamee
and Miller 2014, 17).
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I am indebted to the authors in many ways. Most of my understanding of
meritocracy as myth comes from their analysis of differential access to schooling, the
effects of inheritance on starting positions in society, the way race, class, and gender
articulate in discriminatory job and housing practices, and the various other ways in
which the supposedly level playing field is structurally unequal. While I agree with the
author’s conclusions, that the “myth of meritocracy in America is itself harmful because
its legitimation of inequalities of power and privilege rests on claims that are
demonstrably false” (2014, 19), I find myself questioning why even in the face of
surmounting data and lived realities would people still make sense of their world through
a meritocratic understanding?
McNamee and Miller would argue that, “the system supposedly works because it
is seen as providing an individual incentive to achieve what is good for society as a
whole; that is, those who are most talented, the hardest working, and the most virtuous
get and should get the most rewards” (2014, 4). In their dismantling of this myth, they
firmly root meritocracy in the realm of ideology as they see disjuncture between claims
of what should be and what really is. In situating meritocracy neatly in the realm of
ideology, we obfuscate the reason why the concept is so resilient even if our lived
realities and experiences prove otherwise (Artz and Murphy 2000). While an
understanding of ideology is useful in deconstructing the myth of meritocracy, I want to
move away from a strict ideological understanding of meritocracy (one that functions as a
“deterministic and repressive caricature” of what Paul Mullins would characterize as the
“dominant ideology thesis” (2004, 213), towards a more ground-up approach. In such a
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conceptualization, we can engage meritocracy in a manner that relates to everyday
experiences and the way people navigate their social situations.
Therefore, I argue that meritocracy functions on many levels (specifically the
confluence of cultural, economic, political, religious, and secular conceptualizations of it)
influencing the very morality and built environment of our society. In advocating an
anthropological examination of meritocracy, I will pinpoint some areas that are
obfuscated in a purely ideologically driven analysis. Rather, I will move the discussion
towards moral economy to escape the “dominant ideology thesis” in favor of a nuanced
understanding of meritocracy in everyday life. Through this approach we can understand
how it becomes a hegemonic force that is harnessed to sow division rather than solidarity.
Moral Economy of Merit
Anthropologists have long examined various forms of economics to critique the
fundamental tenets of neoclassical economics (Wilk 1996). With the work of Marcel
Mauss, who examined gift exchange and reciprocity in his book The Gift (1990) to
Bronislaw Malinowski’s examination of the Kula in Argonauts of the Western Pacific
(2013), to Douglas and Isherwood’s analysis of symbolism and consumption in The
World of Goods: Towards an Anthropology of Consumption (1978), to Marshal Sahlins’
Stone Age Economics (2017) to a new wave of scholars inspired by the work of David
Graeber (2001), anthropologists have challenged the idea of “homo economicus” as being
part and parcel of “human nature”5. “Homo Economicus” understood as rational,
economically calculating humans (the idea that people will always choose what is
cheapest) fails to account for the rich complexity of human interactions.
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Anthropologists, keen on exploring economics as a “total social phenomenon”
(Mauss 1990), demonstrate that many of the utilitarian (one can also argue neoliberal)
arguments are based on assumptions of human behavior, often failing to account for the
diverse meaning making occurring in interactions between humans (such as positive and
negative reciprocity, gift exchange, barter, etc.). It is within the meaning making behind
these social actions that economics are truly rooted in everyday experiences, not simply
an expression of an abstract theoretical model of the free market. As Gibson-Graham
(2006) argue, the supposed totalizing nature of capitalism, a perspective called
“capitalocentrism”, often obfuscates the day to day activities that shape the foundational
assumptions behind neoclassical approaches. Part of this everyday experience is the
regeneration and renewal of a particular social contract through human interaction with
each other (Durkheim 1984).
In the edited volume “Cash on the Table: Markets, Values, and Moral
Economies” the authors explore this notion of the total social phenomena by examining
how “moral values inform economic behavior” (Fischer 2014, 3). Putting anthropologists
in conversation with economists, the edited volume traces how “the dominant economic
paradigm itself has become a morality, laden with unchecked cultural assumptions and
confident about making the world in its own secular image” (Fischer 2014, 4). In
exploring how economics, under the influence of neoclassical theory, has come to see
itself as rational and normative, the authors challenge its foundation stating that
“economic behavior is everywhere embedded in moral, cultural, and political systems”
(Fischer 2014, 4). Within such a conceptualization, the authors begin to explore what
assumptions form the foundation for “neoclassical economics” and how this works off of
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normalized notions of “what is good, desirable, worthy, ethical, and just” (Fischer 2014,
6).
Cash on Table argues that morality structures individual and collective actions.
This morality is based on a shared cultural perception of what is good, desirable, and
expected in a society, also known as a moral economy. These authors build off a
definition of moral economy that stems from the work of E.P. Thompson (1971) and its
subsequent use by James Scott (1977; 1985) to examine how moralities, virtues, and
expectations structure the underlying drives in an economy. For the authors, “Living up
to the moral expectations of particular value systems is in many ways the stock-in-trade
of human existence, and this forward looking, aspirational quality of the internalization of
culturally produced virtues is what derives ‘agency’ (Fischer 2014, 7). Understanding
that both anthropology and economics can bring valuable insight to each discipline,
Fischer argues that understanding “modalities of behavior and incentive systems’ in
relationship to the social contract and conceptualizations of virtue allows us to explore
how moral stance and meta-preferences occur in the long-term, shaping the way we
conceptualize economies more broadly (Fischer 2014, 8).
Ultimately, Fischer argues that people engage with society in respect to moral
values. The social contract, steeped in historically and situationally specific modalities,
informs the individual’s economic decisions. Working off Bourdieu’s (1984) concept of
distinction, these moral values “orient people to the future, shape a sense of how things
ought to be, define what better means, and influence social and economic behaviors”
(Fischer 2014, 8). The expectation, hopes, and aspirations discussed in Fischer’s chapter
frame my conceptualization of meritocracy as a moral economy. By peeling the layers of
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meritocracy backwards, we can begin to see how it makes fundamental assumptions
about individuals and their relationship to broader society.
The Personification of Meritocracy
Central to exploring meritocracy as a moral economy is the way we define the
terms moral, just, and merit within the concept. Specifically, why does meritocracy hold
so much appeal for individuals? What is the incentive behind partaking in it? Amartya
Sen, in his chapter on “Merit and Justice” explores the way in which merit is contingent
on morality and virtue, or as he calls it, “our views of a good society” (2000, 5). Sen sees
the concept of merit as under theorized saying that “the notion of merit is fundamentally
derivative, and thus cannot but be qualified and contingent” (2000, 5). Therefore, the
ascription of merit to actions cannot occur without first defining what is good, acceptable,
and valued in each society. A dissection of merit can only begin when we can discern
between actions and their subsequent social value and reward. Merit is therefore
simultaneously culturally contingent and dialectical. Actions and dispositions deemed as
meritous in a society are therefore incentivized to be practiced, therefore increasing their
social value and prevalence. Under such a value system, those partaking in a dominant
norm are just and moral, because they uphold the broader social contract. Those who do
not, are deviants that destabilize the status quo. As discussed in our conversation of
cultural hegemony above, the former is rewarded and incentivized, while the latter is
systematically targeted. By applying Sen’s dialectical construction of merit and justice,
we can begin to understand how meritocracy creates a particularly resilient incentive
system. This system, as Sen notes, delineates “the content of merit in such a way that it
helps generate valued consequences”, i.e. rewards (2000, 9).
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The notion of “good” and “just” in American society revolve around the idea of
the rugged individual who makes the most of their opportunity through hard work. In this
idea, whose roots we traced in part one of this chapter, good and just are equated with
effort and fortuitous outcome. The so-called “underdog story” popular in the American
imaginations plays off the notion that hard work and determination can overcome any
obstacle (Levinson 2012). The pulling up of oneself from their bootstraps is an essential
aspect of the “rags-to-riches” narrative that we see promoted since the 1800s up to
contemporary discourses in talent shows such as American Idol, America’s Got Talent,
Project Runway, and So You Think You Can Dance. The selective promotion of these
narratives floods the media creating a subjectivity that equates merit and justice with
overcoming obstacles through hard work and success. Those who are not lucky enough to
succeed therefore lack merit and deserve their lot in life according to meritocracy. Their
failure thereby reflects a poor work ethic, lack of meaningful skills or talent, and the
inability to make the most of opportunities.
While we know that these narratives are constructed and that they rarely reflect a
population’s lived experiences, how do these ideas transcend reality and expectations?
Part of the incentive system that Sen analyzes in his discussion of merit and justice
explores the relationship of rewards to actions. Within the framework of a moral
economy, people agree to a social contract because their sense of merit (what is necessary
to get ahead) and justice (what are the rewards for following through) articulate with
promises and expectations. If a feedback loop is created, even for a few people out of a
hundred, then there is positive reinforcement of the beliefs. McNamee and Miller write,
“For a system of inequality to be stable over the long run, those who have more must
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convince those who have less that the distribution of who gets what is fair, just, proper, or
the natural order of things. The greater the level of inequality, the more compelling and
persuasive these explanations must appear to be” (2013, 3). This finding mirrors Artz and
Murphy discussion of cultural hegemony in the United States,
“In simple terms, hegemony is a relationship in which one consents to the
leadership of another because it is beneficial … all hegemonic relations have
leaderships that provide security, care, and rewards to subordinates … all
subordinates are continually developing new interests, desires, and needs that
challenge existing conditions; … all dominant leaders must provide material
rewards and acceptable guideline for behavior and repeatedly transform
themselves if they are to meet the demands and expectations of their
subordinates” (2000, viii).
This reinforcement is generally manifested in the accumulation of material
possessions and a sense of stability and achievement that accompanies it. The feedback
loop works in part due to the relationship between hope, promise, and expectation of
rewards and the subsequent materialization of these ideas. As noted by Artz and Murphy,
“The American Dream is not just for those with power. In fact, it’s primarily for those
without. Significantly, the American Dream has solid material, political, and cultural
manifestations that underwrite the consent of the majority to the hegemony of the
dominant capitalist classes” (2000, 35). For Artz and Murphy, meritocracy in the United
States is a constant battle between the dominant and subordinated classes, with the
dominant class subtly acquiescing to the demands of the subordinated class, but never to
an extant in which their power and position are ever credibly challenge. Such a process
creates the illusion of progress for the public satisfying their desire for a meritocratic
system of rewards and incentives despite the numerous factors that prevent such
opportunities.
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In her book Cruel Optimism, Lauren Berlant (2011) explores similar articulations
of promises, expectations, and hope in relation to objects of desires. In her view, the idea
of possibility is what makes optimism work. This optimism simultaneously limits ways
of seeing the world as we are chasing an unattainable notion of the “good life”. “Cruel
optimism” for Berlant “exists when something you desire is actually an obstacle to your
flourishing” (2011, 1). Like McNamee and Miller’s objection to the harmful
consequences of the meritocracy myth, Berlant sees the idea of placing hope in the good
life as destructive to the individual and social fabric. In her view, “cruel optimism” is a
byproduct of the “crisis of ordinariness”, i.e. human fatigue to the experiences of
everyday life. Hope and optimism, in her view, ultimately limit possibilities in that
people are wedded to objects of desire rather than fully experiencing other aspects of
their lives.
The double edge sword of hope and optimism therefore articulate with the
incentive and reward system described by Sen. It is critical not to demonize those to hold
onto “cruel optimism” as being victims of “false consciousness”. It is not so much that
people are being duped into a false dream, but that they are engaging with a reward
system at various stages of their everyday experience. These rewards, whether a small
promotion or the ability to purchase an “object of desire”, reinforce the incentive system
that they partake in. The constitutive nature of rewards is central to exploring the
resilience of meritocracy. When placed in conversation with consumerism, rewards under
meritocracy shape one’s willingness to partake in the incentive system. In creating a built
environment where the moral economy is part and parcel of human relationships with
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objects, meritocracy allows for hope and optimism to persist, even in abject conditions of
poverty.
I argue that these rewards are firmly grounded in the materiality of everyday
existence by situating moral economy, specifically the morality and virtues normalized in
the social contract, to acts of consumption (as I will show in Chapter 2). An
archaeological approach to meritocracy is therefore an excavation of the idea itself. So far
in this chapter, we have moved from the macro social level to the micro individual level
in order to trace the pervasiveness of meritocracy in U.S. society. It is important to
continue peeling the layers of meritocracy backwards as we attempt to understand its
deep cultural pull. We now shift towards exploring its affective dimensions to
demonstrate how and why ideas concerning entitlement and distributive justice
fundamentally shape our being.
Part Three: Meritocracy and Affect
Due to the embeddedness of moral economies, it is important to shift our
conversation towards the subjectivities and the affects created under a political economic
system that purportedly rewards and incentivizes hard work and talent. Specifically, I
want to explore why people feel so strongly about entitlement to the fruits of their labor
and how such an individualistic perception of property and labor is it manipulated by a
meritocratic system. As Roberto Barrios notes, “A focus on affect is promising because it
requires us to understand the relationship between cultural practice and the materiality of
bodies in the making of embodiment, and this relationship cannot be understood through
a neat separation of subjects from objects and subjectivity from objectivity” (2017, 44). It
is this affective dimension of the reward and incentive system that allows meritocracy to
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be deeply engrained, creating visceral, second nature reactions to such ideas such as
affirmative action, welfare, and inheritance (Longoria 2008). It is important to trace the
affective dimensions of meritocracy to understand how and why meritocratic dispositions
persists.
Here I am specifically pulling from Labanyi’s summary of Teresa Brennan in The
Transmission of Affect (2004) and Brian Massumi’s Parables for the Virtual: Movement,
Affect, Sensation (2002) (2010, 224). Labanyi writes,
“Affect, sensation, and emotion thus occupy different points on a continuum
going from body to mind, each having a different temporality. All of them involve
judgment in some way; sensation and emotion are felt consciously; and emotion
forms a further continuum with reason in that both are forms of conscious moral
thinking” (2010, 224).
She continues with her overview of affect theory stating,
“As Michael Hardt notes in his introduction to Patricia Clough’s edited volume
The Affective Turn (2007), affect has become a current object of study because it
demonstrates the impossibility of thinking of body and mind as separate (ix).
Clough and Massumi trace the genealogy of affect back through the work of
Deleuze and Guattari to Bergson and Spinoza (Clough 203; Massumi 17). Affect
also complicates the notion of agency: it is not a passive Pavlovian response to an
external stimulus as we have seen, it involves a kind of judgment enacted at the
level of the body but, being preconscious and prelinguistic, it cannot be directed
by reasoned argument. Affect requires a view of the body, not as an organic
closed system (as in Freud), but as something close to Deleuze and Guattari’s
concept of a ‘‘machinic assemblage’’ (Clough 112), radically open to the world
that is, existing in a self-world continuum in which the terms ‘‘subject’’ and
‘‘object’’ make no sense” (2010, 225).
In such a way, our conceptualization of labor, hard work, opportunity, etc. are all
deeply engrained in our subconscious. As affect theory demonstrates, a deeper
engagement with merit exists in the human condition, suggesting a need for excavating
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the moral economy of meritocracy. A good place to explore the origins of meritocratic
affects would be to explain the cosmology behind it. Here I pull from the work of
Theodros Assefa Teklu,
“My contention is that meritocracy— whether it is officially adopted as a policy
or not—remains a powerful force, not so much for its conceptual cogency as for
its promises and lures hooking into people’s belief systems. Arguably, at a deeper
existential level, there seems to be a human desire to establish an organic or
causal link between the efforts we exert and the rewards we receive. This entails
considering meritocracy as a regime of subjectivity that disciplines people’s
desire —capturing and shaping their imaginations and actions” (2016, 2).
Digging further, Douglas Davies explores this deeper existential layer writing,
“Since society’s survival depends upon collaboration, it is not surprising that
some benefit is accorded to those enhancing social goals. Accordingly, devoted
commitment to group expectations does yield a status that is merit-infused.
Whether in the family or at work, individuals are praised and prized when they
further shared ideals by embodying them in their practice and are blamed and
deemed unworthy of benefit or reward when they contradict those ideals. These
are the basic social facts of life” (2002, 56).
Both authors therefore see effort and just deserts as a dialectical relationship that
represents a balancing act between individual and social expectations. Davies continues
examining this thread writing,
“But, for Buddhism, it is obvious that while obligation underlies the dynamics of
reciprocity it remains paradoxical, as Sherry Ortner’s study of Sherpa culture
shows when arguing that the indigenous ideal of the good life was ‘being free of
debt to anyone’ (1978, 67). The image is of a culture where each individual and
narrowly conceived family group seeks success in and through personal
endeavour by avoiding demands and obligations to others, in a form of cultural
protection of the self. For Ortner ‘the basis of merit may be stated more starkly –
absolute impersonality . . . The point cannot be stressed too strongly: The basis of
merit, and of other modes of seeking salvation as well, is anti-relational’ (1978,
37, 38). The paradox is that merit needs to be made socially, yet its goal is
individual” (2002, 59).
This deeper, existential level is intrinsically attached to affect as defined above.
By putting affect theory in conversation with moral economy, we can trace the continuum
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between culturally defined notions of just deserts. In such a way affective approaches to
merit allows us to better understand feelings of fulfillment, jealousy, entitlement, and
bitterness that often come up in everyday social interactions as they relate to labor. By
connecting deeper existential views of merit and justice with contemporary
manifestations of them, we can see the roots of how and why we are so wedded to the
idea that effort should be rewarded. Teklu continues this strand of thinking by examining
how these deeper, existential questions articulate with contemporaneous political
economic systems, writing,
“As the famous aphorism by the philosopher Walter Benjamin captures,
‘Capitalism’ itself ‘is a religion, that is to say, capitalism essentially serves to
satisfy the same worries, anguish, and disquiet formerly answered by so-called
religion […] capitalism itself developed parasitically on Christianity in the West”
(Benjamin, [1986] 1921, p 102). Benjamin’s articulation suggests the replacement
of the old religion (Christianity) by the new (Capitalism). What is important to
note here is the operative logic of meritocratic religion: it only needs favorable
religious worldviews that could serve as hosts to foster its parasitic growth. Thus,
what has happened in the west could also happen in the non-west in diverse ways”
(2018, 3).
Therefore, for Teklu, the reason why we are so enamored with rewarding effort is that in
part it resembles a deeper desire for humans to make sense of the complexity of the world
through religion. In contemporary times, this is transformed under the mechanisms and
expressions of capitalism, leading to the contingent nature of merit and justice as
previously described by Sen. It is the very flexibility of merit and justice that ultimately
leads to its widespread adoption under capitalism’s global expansion, ensuring that local
conceptions of morality are packaged with culturally specific adaptations of capitalism
(Miller 1994).
McNamee and Miller provide an overview of the religious origins of meritocracy by
discussing the colonization of the U.S. by White Anglo-Saxon Protestant (WASP)
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colonists. Working off of Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, they
argue that Protestantism became the dominant cultural force in shaping early America,
with the twin ethics of hard work and self-denial tightly associated with the early
development of capitalism. Hard work generated productivity, while self-denial
encouraged investment through savings, creating a highly motivated labor force and
investment “capital” for early capitalism to prosper. Under these conditions, meritocratic
subjectivities solidified, as the Protestant split from Catholicism emphasized the
individual over communal relationship with God. As McNamee and Miller note, a direct
relationship with God “shifted the Catholic view of work as “punishment” for “original
sin” to the idea of work as a sacred calling, a mission from God to subdue nature and gain
control over it” (2013, 5).
Furthermore, labor was coupled with what Weber calls “world mastery”, the idea that
people should become instruments of God’s will on earth and remake it in God’s image
(McNamee and Miller 2013, 5). The desire to demonstrate world mastery was most
evident within Calvinism. Under the beliefs of Calvinism, the concept of predestination
meant that people did not earn salvation but were “elected” to it by God. This created
“salvation anxiety” which led to an individual’s attempt to ascertain whether they were
among the elect. Individuals came to believe that worldly success could be taken as a sign
of God’s grace. This led to individuals working hard to become successful so that they
can demonstrate being one of God’s elect. This “Puritan ethic” was instilled through the
19th century in penny novels (specifically Horatio Alger’s rags-to-riches stories); school
books (McGuffey readers); and board games (Snakes and Ladders) as aforementioned
(McNamee and Miller 2013, Littler 2018, 28).
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Ultimately the “Puritan ethic” has an internal contradiction: if you work hard and
accumulate savings but are told to be ascetic and not spend money, then there will be a
surplus of cash with no outlet. Such surplus of savings couple with the advances of
American industrialization ushered in a new era of consumerism in the 19th century. A
shift in understanding consumption as not an evil self-indulgence, but as a reward for
hard work occurred, with the hard work part of the “Puritan ethic” being retained, but the
desire to remain ascetic transforming much like the broader society. Victorian gentility,
with its emphasis on conspicuous consumption and etiquette, proliferated during the
period (Hughes 2014; Mullins 1996). While the religious underpinnings of the “Puritan
ethic” disappeared during this time, the idea of a “work ethic” (self-reliance,
independence, and frugality) proliferated, shaping the way economics and personal
responsibility were discussed and thought of in the later 19th-century to the present.
This cosmological and historical backdrop shapes the affective dimensions of
meritocracy, specifically how various actors can perceive notions of labor, entitlement,
and just deserts. Coupled with the historical nuances of capitalism’s unequal expansion,
we begin to understand the origins story of meritocracy and how it has transformed
overtime. Shifting with the moral economy of the period, the ideas of opportunity, the
good life, and success melded with deeper, cosmological notions of merit, desert, and
entitlement, creating a dominant hegemonic notion called meritocracy. Within this
conceptualization, we are able to understand how and why a reward incentive system
based off of capitalistic exploitation resonates with the public. But what happens when it
doesn’t? What are the affective dimensions of a dream deferred? What can it tell us about
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meritocratic affects and the divisions they sow between the haves and have nots in
society?
Snakes and Ladders
If the idea of a good life becomes a driving force behind the willingness of people
to partake in capitalistic exploitation than perhaps exploring the flipside, that of
hopelessness, may provide us with more insight into how and why meritocratic affects
persist. Jay MacLeod, in his book Ain’t No Making It (2009), discovered that for most
intergenerationally impoverished youth, the idea of upward mobility is tempered with the
lived realities of their surroundings. For example, he notes that these youth have modest
aspirations, such as working in construction or factories, joining the military, or striving
to become a professional athlete. Most of these aspirations are shaped by their immediate
surroundings and perception of opportunities that are tempered by the relative stagnation
of their friends and family in relation to social mobility. He writes that these “leveled
aspirations are a powerful mechanism by which class inequality is reproduced from one
generation to the next” (MacLeod 2009, 5).
In MacLeod’s analysis, he sees the everyday effects of lower income social
environments that produce a feedback loop of immobility, affecting people’s perception
of opportunity. For instance, his case study of Clarendon Heights (pseudonym for his
site) is physically and socially set off, surrounded by middle class neighborhoods on two
sides, a shoe factory, junkyard and an industrial waste lot on the other two sides.
Demographically the neighborhood is 65% white, 25% black, 10% other minorities. 85%
of households are headed by a single woman with 70% of families on some sort of public
assistance. Furthermore, second and third generation public housing residents
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predominate the neighborhood while “overcrowding, unemployment, alcoholism, drug
abuse, crime, and racism plague the community” (Macleod 2009, 6).
These factors are further compounded by stereotypes and public perceptions of
the regions as being “blights”. The neighborhood is seen as a “no go area” for the outside
public due to perceived dangers. This bad reputation effects various people’s engagement
with the neighborhood, from police to social workers to potential investors. By claiming
your residence in Clarendon Heights, one inherits an unwarranted stigma of poverty,
which dehumanizes the everyday complexities and lives of people. MacLeod writes, “in
the United States, residence in public housing is often an emblem of failure, shame, and
humiliation” (2009, 6). Using ethnography, MacLeod dug into this feeling of
hopelessness to explore how the “insularity of the projects and the limited horizons of its
youth” come to shape outlooks such as his participant Freddie (2009, 6). He writes,
“If we let them speak to us and strive to understand them on their own terms, the
story we hear is deeply disturbing. We shall come to see Freddie’s outlook not so
much as incomprehensible self-defeatism but as a perceptive response to the
plight in which he finds himself” (Macleod 2009, 6).
In his ethnography MacLeod finds the opposite of what one might expect concerning
the American Dream. The group of boys called the “Hangers” (predominantly white)
gave up on any hope of mobility, succumbing to the leveled aspirations they inherit
intergenerationally. The “Brothers” (predominantly black) on the other hand strive for a
middle-class life. For MacLeod, a big part of tempering dispositions occurs in school.
Education is tracked by social class and reproduces the class system (Davies et al 2005;
Goldthorpe 2003; Mijs 2016; Park and Liu 2014; Wilson 1995). Intelligence, talent, and
motivation (merit) reproduces meritocracy by saying that some people deserve more
attention than others. If one levels their aspiration, then their rewards will reflect their
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disposition. For instance, by trying to achieve, one brings awareness to themselves. In a
reward and incentive system, those who demonstrate talent and willingness to move
forward will be given the limited resources to do so.
As Littler denotes, the reward and incentive system of meritocracy takes on the
varying perception of “equality of opportunity” being synonymous with liberal capitalism
versus the “equality of outcome” being synonymous with socialism (2018, 27). Her
characterization of “equality of opportunity”, “echoes Emile Durkheim’s idea of a society
providing ‘free space for all merits’; that the most social harmony will be achieved if
people can find work according to their natural ability (Durkheim 2013)”, while her
understanding of “equality of outcome” ,“echoes Marx’s emphasis on dissecting
capitalism’s exploitations to argue for equality in distribution of wealth, a theory taken up
across the wide political spectrum on the left, from vicious authoritarian communists
though social democrats to libertarian anarchists (Marx and Engels 2004)” (Littler 2018,
27).
What we see with meritocracy is therefore a system that rewards the already
gifted and talented. The responses by both the “Hangars” and the “Brothers” reflect the
negotiation of hope and hopelessness. Without tangible opportunities for mobility, the
social environment reproduces the particular dispositions espoused by both groups.
Returning back to affect theory, Jo Littler, in her book Against Meritocracy,
examines this moment, calling it a “meritocratic feeling”. She quotes Raymond Williams
notion of “structures of feeling”, specifically his objection to the idea of meritocracy as
noted earlier in the chapter. Littler writes, “What can be termed “the cultural pull of
meritocratic hope” is therefore produced by highly specific vested interests, the
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successful affective resonance of meritocratic narratives, and the limited range of
available options in a given social context.” (2018, 11). The cultural pull of meritocratic
hope therefore explains how and why various actors engage with the idea of meritocracy
and the American Dream.
The very cultural pull of meritocracy leads to the aggravation of social inequality
as people on the ground fight for perceived opportunities and limited resources leading to
a “dog eat dog” mentality. As Rachel Heiman in her book Driving after Class: Anxious
Times in an American Suburb notes concerning the late 1990’s leading up to the financial
crash of 2008, “Anxieties during those years fueled classed subjectivities, spaces, and
sentiments, and created a new common sense that was normalized in people’s everyday
lives and that continues to shape current ideas about citizenship and community- what I
in this book ‘rugged entitlement’” (2015, xiii). Heiman found that “even as middle class
stability continued to be undermined by neoliberal policies, people’s sense of entitlement
to the privileges and accoutrements of the middle classes was nevertheless amplified”
(2015, 3-4). Her central argument is that “rugged entitlement, a product of neoliberalism
and its limited commitment to the public good, participated in furthering conditions that
intensified middle class anxieties in the first place. This ironic state of affairs, whereby
habits, practices, and purchases that temporarily appease class insecurities end up making
people feel and be less secure" (2015, 4).
Affect and structures of feeling, therefore play a huge role in how people navigate
precarity and anxiety in relation to meritocracy. Due to structural deficiencies cause by
neoliberal policies, a broad subset of the population is barely making ends meet, looking
in response to make sense of it by lashing out on perceived perpetrators (i.e. big
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government, socialist policies, free loaders, the media, etc.) rather than focusing on
structural issues and policies that have caused their predicament. By focusing on
individual ways in which they can make a change to their own uplift, they shift the
burden of responsibility away from the government to the individual. Rather than
demanding accountability from the government, neoliberal logic argues that we need a
limited government with the market being the ultimate provider. By engaging in such
patterns of thought, we move away from asking pertinent questions such as how and why
the government, big corporations, and individuals should be accountable to the greater
public good and what the benefits of such accountability are long-term in relation to
dealing with inequality (Wilkinson and Pickett 2011).
Conclusion: Why Study Meritocracy?
Because of the sharp divide in politics today, studying meritocracy is not only
important because of its mythical qualities and shortcomings, but because it helps explain
why and how people come to view their own success and failures (see J.D. Vance’s
Hillbilly Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis (2016)). By believing their
success is due to meritocratic factors, populations are more susceptible to populist
narratives that blame scapegoats while victimizing the successful. In late stage
capitalism, it is more apparent that those who do “climb the ladder of success” forget the
underpinnings of their success (specifically how their cultural, social, and economic
capital shape their upbringing and opportunities). What we see as the rise of right-wing
populism on a global scale reflects this shift.6 Meritocratic narratives explain why a shift
in the voting demographic occurs (whether it is the person disgruntled or forgotten by the
establishment or those in power who want to maintain it).
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On a more local level, the hallowing out of neighborhoods by the affluent is often
driven by the quest for aspiration or a better life (Cohen 2003; Currid-Halkett 2017;
Heiman 2015; Hyman 2012). Rather than staying in towns and cities that are in less than
desirable places, wealth in the form of tax dollars and property values is moved to
affluent suburbs and towns. While processes of gentrification do return wealth and
investment into cities, they do so at the cost of reversing migration patterns through
further displacement (Collins et al 2008). Driven by social mobility, the aspirational class
seeks to develop cultural and social capital in ways that are counter to the politics they
hold (Currid-Halkett 2017). For instance, as Currid-Halkett discusses, liberals against
social and economic inequality who are in a higher tax bracket often live in well-off
towns rather than in areas that they see as problematic. Rationalizing this decision by
arguing that certain towns have better schools, access to opportunities, and property
values, the aspirational class perpetuates and further engrains inequalities. If we are to
trace the movement and formation of the suburbs as Cohen (2003) does, an obvious
pattern of race and class anxieties becomes prevalent. However, the concept needs to
transform from the factors that pushed migration in the mid-20th century (such as
promises of restrictive covenants) to understand how white flight looks under
neoliberalism. I argue that what we see is a meritocratic pragmatism, where cultural,
social, and economic capital settle in neighborhoods based on their aspirations (for a
detailed analysis of how this looks, please explore the data and maps found at
https://opportunityinsights.org/).
In my time living in Northern New Jersey, the biggest complaint I hear from longtime residents is that the “neighborhood is going downhill”. Usually this is coded-
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language for the influx of immigrants coming from Latin America. The irony is that the
city was always a neighborhood of immigrants. What we see is people frustrated with
their own lot in life and lack of mobility (Heiman 2015). What used to be a predominant
neighborhood of Polish and Italian immigrants with second and third generation white
populations has shifted towards a multi-ethnic demographic. What long-time residents
see is the process of older populations dying off or moving from the area to “better
neighborhoods” allowing the influx of new populations. By remaining in the
neighborhood, they see the transformation of their surroundings but the stasis of their
own property. This becomes a dialectical relationship with people who have the means to
move out doing so, leaving space for the next generation of immigrants to move in
(Farrell and Firebaugh 2016). Rather than remaining in the city and investing in their
property through improvements, we see what old time residents view as deterioration
occurring. The lack of investment further perpetuates the view that the city is going
downhill, influencing the desire and need to go to a better place while fueling misplaced
bitterness and resentment.
All of this occurs within the backdrop of a meritocratic subjectivity. Notions such
as “Why should I stay in this town?”, “Did you see how bad the schools are?”, and “This
place is going downhill”, are all framed within a moral economy of aspiration and the
good life that combines the accumulation of various capitals to distinguish oneself from
others. Meritocracy therefore shapes the way we interact with each other often to
detrimental, social isolating manners. If we are constantly moving towards a goal or
aspiration as individuals, it is difficult to form a sense of community. Late stage
capitalism creates such an individualistic, reclusive subjectivity as noted by Robert
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Putnam in Bowling Alone (2001). Coupled with neoliberal logics, analyzing meritocracy
therefore forces us to take a step back and catch our own patterns that reproduce the very
things we find disdainful.
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Notes
Littler (2018) argues that Alan Fox used the term meritocracy first in his article “Class
and Equality” (as discovered by British historian David Kynaston 2013:loc. 3666; Fox
1956). Jackson on the other hand (2007, 172) provides an overview of the term floating
around in academic circles that both Fox and Young where part of. He accredits an early
draft of Young’s book and presence of scholarly essays submitted during his schooling as
influential to his cohort, including Fox. As noted by an online commentator “One other
thing is certain: There are a few uses of the term in published media prior to the 1958
publication of Michael Young's The Rise of the Meritocracy. One is the 1956 in Socialist
Commentary by Alan Fox entitled "Class and equality". Even earlier than that, Jean
Floud used the term in 1955 in "Sociology and Education," The Sociological Review.
Jean Floud, Alan Fox, and Michael Young had a number of commonalities. Jean Floud
taught at the London School of Economics while Michael Young was pursuing his PhD.
Alan Fox was a member of that 1950s circle of left-leaning thinkers that included Jean
Froud and Michael Young. Since all three are now dead, it's tough to say which amongst
those three coined the word "meritocracy". Michael Young had already been evincing
thoughts along the lines that led to his publication of The Rise of the Meritocracy since
1951. Most references go with Michael Young as the originator of the word.”
https://skeptics.stackexchange.com/questions/34390/did-the-term-meritocracy-originatein-a-dystopian-satire. My take would be to imagine that the concept was in the zeitgeist
concerning educational and social reform (many people were discussing it even if not by
name, i.e. George Jerome Locke on meritism (1934). Someone like Michael Young did
as many academics have done before him and will continue to do, he put a name on a
concept or idea that many people were grappling with. This name, meritocracy, stuck and
became common lexicon.
1

2

See Fischer et al (1996) Inequality by Design as a rebuttal to the Bell Curve debate.
Hugh Rawson provides an in-depth look at the term American dream prior to Adams’
use in the following article https://www.huffingtonpost.com/hugh-rawson/chasing-theamerican-drea_b_782503.html
4 I am defining neoliberalism as “An umbrella term for a governing philosophy that
promises economic growth and prosperity through the removal of government from
social and economic life: reduced social services and governmental investment,
deregulation of business and finance, reduced legal protection for organized labor, and
lower tax rates for corporations and the wealthy” (Copeland and Labuski 2012:8).
5Sylvia Wynter’s concepts of man1 (homo economicus) and man2 (homo politicus)
articulate the transformation of human subjectivity under modernity by framing the
ontological shift in the West caused by capitalism and liberal democracy’s spread
(McKittrick 2015).
6 https://www.brookings.edu/research/the-populist-challenge-to-liberal-democracy/
3
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CHAPTER 2
CONSUMING ASPIRATION:
MEMORY, MATERIALITY, AND MERITOCRACY
“For Gramsci, the task of the analyst confronted with the confusion of common sense,
like that of the archaeologist confronted with the material debris of the past, is to sort
through the mass of beliefs and opinions. They need to identify the different elements that
make up this mass and trace out the links between particular assumed truths and social
realities. As with material strata, the forces acting to consolidate or destroy the various
elements of common sense are multiple and the results of their interactions are always
unpredictable. Nonetheless, there are reasons why some elements persist, and some do
not; understanding this process in any actual context requires empirical analysis”
-Kate Crehan, Gramsci’s Common Sense (2016, 57)
“Has it ever struck you that life is all memory, except for the one present moment that
goes by you so quick you hardly catch it going?”
-Tennessee Williams, The Milk Train Doesn't Stop Here Anymore
Introduction
During the winter months in Northern New Jersey, once the snow begins to fall,
one would be amiss not to notice the sudden appearance of objects in the streets. From
old Hoover vacuum cleaners to rickety wooden chairs, things once belonging to the
domain of the house creep their way into the few remaining parking spots littered in
between the snow banks. These objects serve as placeholders demonstrating one’s
entitlement to a parking spot. The idea is that by putting the hard work into digging out
the parking space out of the snow bank, they are entitled to the spot. This becomes
“common sense” to people living in the suburbs with notes on windshields and angry
neighbors reminding anyone breaking the parking code that it is “not cool” to move an
object out of a space and “steal” someone else’s parking spot. Looking critically, we see
that these objects are doing more than just holding a parking spot. These objects are a
way of claiming ownership and entitlement to the fruits of one’s labor, functioning within
a broader moral economy that equates just deserts with the amount of work done. If seen
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merely as placeholders, we miss the broader social work these objects do and how they
are part and parcel of our conceptualization of labor.
When discussing the relationship between materiality and labor, specifically how
our entitlement to hard work is objectified, we begin to see ways in which everyday
interactions with materials and space are framed within a meritocratic subjectivity. The
normalization of hard work, opportunity, and entitlements to the fruits of our labor often
influences our perception of the objects and people we interact with on mundane ways,
creating in the process feedback loops that reinforce a broader moral economy based on
meritocracy. By interrogating the materialities of meritocracy, we can uncover the
normalized interactions we have with labor and private property in a capitalist society
and analyze how it influences various levels of sociality.
Archaeology is particularly well suited for excavating such deep, cultural
constructs, tracing and explaining how and why humans do what they do subconsciously.
Archaeological projects such as William Rathje and Cullen Murphy’s (2001) “Garbage
Project” emphasized this point by comparing the material footprint of actual amounts of
trash thrown out versus what we think we throw out via surveys. Cross comparisons of
examined trash and survey results demonstrated that we often are not aware of or
downplay our material engagements with the broader world. Such conclusions force us to
reflect on how we structure and create the world we live in through our own participation
in mundane day to day tasks.
When extrapolated to ways in which often our own ideological constructions
shape the way we interact with the material world (Bernbeck and McGuire 2011),
archaeology becomes a powerful tool for exploring how meritocracy is built into the
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environment. Under such a theoretical and methodological background, archaeology is
particularly effective in exploring hegemonic notions that have become normalized in
day to day experiences. In chapter 1, I discussed the pervasiveness of meritocracy in U.S.
society, tracing its tentacles in various aspects of individual and social engagements. In
this chapter I will demonstrate how archaeology can bring meritocracy out of the
normalized day to day realm of accepted truth into a critical reflection on the term and its
basic tenets. I use an archaeological approach to reflect on how meritocracy is built into
the environment, pinpointing ways in which it shapes our interactions with one another.
Specifically, this chapter explores how meritocracy is part and parcel of our built
environments. Using a four-field approach to archaeological anthropology, I will show
how the notion of meritocracy becomes engrained via processes of embodiment and
objectification through various sociocultural practices, linguistic framing, materialities,
and biological factors. In this chapter I will utilize Daniel Miller’s (2005) engagement
with materiality theory to explain the objectification of meritocracy. In the process, I will
deconstruct our relationship to the built environment and one another, demonstrating how
the theory of labor and entitlement in Chapter 1 manifests itself through mundane
interactions and things. As such, this theorization of archaeology will lay the ground
work for introducing the case study of the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology
project in Chapter 3.
Part One: Building Meritocracy into the Environment
Why materiality? What can an analysis of material culture tell us that we simply
cannot learn from asking people questions or reading historical accounts? These are
questions often asked of archaeologists and those engaging with material culture studies.
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Since the late 1980s, the University College London School has engaged with theories of
materiality in order to elucidate human experiences that have become quotidian. Daniel
Miller, who began his career as an archaeologist, is at the forefront of contemporary
materiality studies in anthropology.1 Miller’s work ranges from exploring human
relationships to houses and objects, theorizing shopping, exploring consumption practices
and modernity in Trinidad, tracing the ubiquity of blue jeans, exploring the meaning
making behind consumer practices, and analyzing digital culture, specifically Facebook.
A prolific writer, Miller utilizes ethnographic approaches to explore how humans engage
with materiality in its many manifestations. His major goal is to rescue the analysis of
human relationships with objects from dismissive critiques based in understanding people
as “materialistic and superficial”. I will pull from Miller throughout my analysis of
meritocracy as he provides a critical theory towards understanding the materiality of built
environments that best resonates with my approach.
Essential to Miller’s approach to materiality is his engagement with Hegel’s
concept of objectification. Working off the writings of Hegel, Bourdieu, Latour, and Gell,
Miller is interested in blurring the object and subject division. According to materiality
scholars, the Cartesian dualism of object and subject obfuscates the social relations that
produces these social categories. In his broad overview of materiality, Miller (2010)
utilizes an amoeba metaphor to explain how he envisions materiality theory. Specifically,
he sees objectification as a metaphorical amoeba internalizing an idea which is then
externalized via the process of materializing it. After you materialize something, it is put
out into the world, then seen and internalized by someone else. In this manner, thoughts,
ideas, actions, symbols, and material things have multiple meanings and point of entry,
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shaping interactions, experiences, and ultimately the built environment. Miller therefore
uses objectification to explore the dialectical relationship between objects and subjects.
He writes, ‘In objectification all we have is a process in time by which the very act of
creating form creates consciousness and thereby transforms both form and the selfconsciousness of that which has consciousness’ (Miller 2005, 9). In essence,
objectification argues that people make things as much as things make people. Both are
dependent on each other and structure our very being.
Coupled with his analysis of Bourdieu and habitus, Miller explores how this
process often occurs subconsciously, providing a useful way of understanding how
objects become prosaic. The very normalization of objects in our everyday life
demonstrates how entwined objects and humans are, or what Miller calls the “humility of
things” (1987, 85-108). He argues that “objects are important not because they are
evident and physically constrain or enable, but often precisely because we do not ‘see’
them. The less we are aware of them the more powerfully they can determine our
expectations by setting the scene and ensuring normative behavior, without being open to
challenge. They determine what takes places to the extent that we are unconscious of
their capacity to do so” (Miller 2005, 5). Miller, working off Pierre Bourdieu’s Outline of
a Theory of Practice, specifically notes “how the same ability of objects to implicitly
condition human actors becomes the primary means by which people are socialized as
social beings” (Miller 2005, 6). Materiality in this theorization is therefore inseparable
from the creation and maintenance of social relationships.
My own approach to materiality will be utilizing an anthropocentric viewpoint
that is heavily based in phenomenology and memory studies, similar to the authors in
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Ruth Van Dyke’s edited volume Practicing Materiality (2015). This distinction is
important to note because of the emphasis that the authors in Practicing Materiality put
on intentionality and issues of power (concepts generally understated or ignored in other
approaches to materiality such as actor network theory and the “New Materialists”). In
her critique of actor network theory and “New Materialists”, Ruth Van Dyke discusses
why it is important to keep an anthropocentric view of things in order not to reduce the
scope and power of social relationships and its effects on the built environment. As she
notes, “objects cannot suffer, whereas humans can and do” (2015, 19).
In addition, many post-humanist scholars minimize intentionality, leaving out
accountability for power inequalities. An understanding of any built environment must
account for the political economic history of a region or else it fails to see the connective
tissues that influence and shape assemblages. In regard to analyzing the materiality of
meritocracy, the purposeful obfuscation of power and intentionality (as understood
through alienation), fundamentally shifts how one comes to understand and not question
their built environment and position in society. When frameworks discount how power
and intentionality becomes normalized and objectified in an environment, they fail to
account for important nuances that shape perceptions of oneself and others. For these
reasons, I am wedded to an anthropocentric perspective on materiality as it allows me to
better understand the ways meritocracy is built into our environments.
Meritocracy as Process: Personification and Objectification
How do we locate meritocracy in the materiality of the built environment? First it
is important to move beyond particular conceptions of meritocracy and materiality. It is
easy to limit analyses of meritocracy and materiality to the realm of conspicuous
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consumption. Meritocracy, in its crudest form denotes competition and ideas revolving
around being “cream of the crop” or “best of the best”. At face value, an analysis of
meritocracy would seem to be no different than Veblen’s analysis of status induced
consumerism. However, by limiting our conception of the term to the realm of
competition, we minimize the moral economy of meritocracy, specifically aspects of
hope, promise, and expectation discussed in the previous section. At its essence,
meritocracy argues that a level playing field of opportunity exists. Its basic premise
argues that a society, such as the one perceived in the United States, views its population
as equally endowed to achieve the “American Dream”. When framed within this
particular conception of opportunity, the competition in meritocracy becomes less one on
one and more one versus self. Understanding meritocracy as a moral economy (with its
own cultural perceptions of what is just and meritous) allows us to explore the individual
in relationship to incentive systems and reward.
The role of the individual is important in understanding how meritocracy is both
embodied and inscribed. Amartya Sen, in his exploration of merit and justice, describes
how actions become “personified” under a meritocratic system, that is, “merit becomes
attached to people rather than actions” (2000, 12). This shifting of merit onto people
leads to morality judgments (such as the poor have only themselves to blame or that the
rich deserve what they have because they worked hard). Concerning the materiality of
meritocracy, I am extending Miller’s analysis of objectification, i.e. materiality is
constitutive of social being, to Sen’s personification of merit. The objectification of merit
sees the material world, rather than actions, as deserving of praise. I argue that the
moment in which material cultures stands in for merit occurs during consumption. The
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process of objectification occurs during the purchasing of an item (functioning in this
instance as the action that is conflated with merit) and the resulting ownership of material
goods (the signifier of one possessing merit). In this framing, objectification and
personification articulate together in a manner that materializes merit in the built
environment.
Merit, in this process, becomes inscribed in the very social relationships between
people and objects. Miller writes, “It is not just that objects can be agents; it is that
practices and their relationships create the appearance of both subjects and objects
through the dialectics of objectification, and we need to be able to document how people
internalize and then externalize the normative. In short, we need to show how the things
that people make, make people” (2005, 38). Miller is acutely aware of that “in society
where objects are reduced to their person-like qualities, people also tend to be reduced to
their object-like qualities, as vehicles for the expression of values” (2005, 39). This
process creates a space for moral judgments to be based on perceptions of success or
failure often rooted in the built environment. We now move towards complicating this
notion of built environment in relationship to perceptions of self and others.
Part Two Archaeological Time: Memory Objects
Exploring materiality with an emphasis on temporality, memory, and
phenomenology expands the way we can understand objects in relation to the built
environment. Specifically, analyzing how the material traces of the past, whether extant
houses, the documentary archive, or artifacts, continue to shape our subjectivities in the
present allows for a more nuanced understanding of how the built environment develops
and engenders a particular conception of merit and justice. Such an analysis allows us to
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interrogate how materiality influences our perceptions of the past, structures the present,
and lays the seed for the future. In order to do this, it is essential to challenge the specter
of historicity and periodization so that we can explore how time shapes our relationships
to materiality.
In The Dark Abyss of Time, archaeologists Laurent Olivier (2011) conceptualizes
what he calls archaeological time, a concept that works off of Walter Benjamin’s idea of
“nowness” and the critique of historicism. In archaeological time, archaeology is
conceptualized through theories of memory, specifically the act of uncovering deep,
subconscious layers of the social body. Artifacts, called “memory objects” by Laurent,
are understood as broader manifestations of materiality in the present. These visible
objects are part and parcel of our collective memory structuring our perceptions of both
the past and the future. Objects still buried, function as the collective subconscious,
equally shaping the way we come to understand the past, present, and future. Materiality
in Olivier’s conception utilizes time in order to make sense of how we engage with our
built environment in a pluri-temporal sense. When framed within meritocracy,
archaeological time allows us to explore how notions of the past, present, and future are
articulated through objectification and personification via various cultural artifacts.
For instance, the purchase of a house can fulfill hopes and aspirations, while
simultaneously providing stability for the future. The same house, if inherited, can
become utilized in narratives of meritocracy such as “my parents came to America,
worked their way up, and purchased a house. If they can do it so can anyone”. Time
therefore locates the subject and object in a reciprocal relationship structured by
“nowness”. Meritocracy is perpetuated due to perceptions of social mobility (reflecting
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on the past in the present) and striving towards achieving opportunity and rewards (the
future-orientated perspective witnessed in hope and aspiration).
By centering objectification and “nowness”, we can develop a “thick description”
(Geertz 1973) of consumerism as it relates to meritocracy. This conceptualization
explores how meritocracy is a social process (objectification) negotiated through
“nowness”. Under this framing, we can begin to analyze the meaning making behind
consumption without totally capitulating to the predominant way of viewing
consumerism as symbolic or status driven (Veblen 1994). Rather, if we view
consumerism as meaning making, we can begin to analyze the generative potential of
consumer acts.
Treating consumerism as a point of entry into understanding relations fostered by
materiality, Miller writes, “I see consumption as more of a social process, which shifts
goods from alienable into inalienable” (2012, 64). In this conceptualization, consumption
becomes a form of production when people shift the meaning of commodities
(understood through a Marxist perspective as goods alienated from their source of
production) to inalienable possessions, that is objects that are part and parcel of one’s self
such (Weiner 1992). In this sense, the object we purchased becomes imbued with our
own sense of self. We begin to identify with it and as it becomes an extension of us.
Miller uses the example of someone buying an article of clothing that they are not willing
to share with their sibling as indicative of this process. Under the theory of
objectification, our engagement with objects produce and structure our social
relationships. Consumption, in this way becomes generative, changing the idea of a
“mindless consumer” to a mindful social producer.
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This shift in understanding consumerism as production is best explored in
Miller’s theory, “the burden of self- creation” (1994). In the “burden of self-creation”
Miller argues that the alienation we feel as “modern subjects” (due to capitalist modes of
production) are actively challenged in our consumer practices. When we purchase an
item in a modern department store, we are flooded with multiple options which create a
sense of alienability. Some of these options resonate with us and are purchased,
ultimately becoming inalienable to our sense of self as described above. However, as
Miller demonstrates, most of the time we leave empty handed because we do not see
anything that reflects our sense of self back to us. In this selective consumption, power is
ultimately located in the consumer. This notion revolves around the individual as
determining of their own fate, a concept similar to meritocracy.
It is within mass consumption itself that we can identify many similarities
between consumerism and meritocracy. In both instances, the individual functions as the
unimpeded decision maker who has the ability to make the most of their opportunity.
With the proliferation of consumer goods since WWII, the impetus shifted towards the
individual to create themselves through consumer choices. As Lizabeth Cohen (2003) and
Louis Hyman (2012) demonstrate, the proliferation of shopping malls in the post-war era
and the extension of credit to everyone in the 1970s, functioned under the guise of the
great leveler of social inequality. In an age where credit was extended to almost
everyone, consumption became conflated with equal opportunity for achieving the “good
life”. Even more, under neoliberal policies, Wal-Mart has further extended the
availability of consumer goods to more people striving for a particular version of the
“American Dream” allowing for greater obfuscation of inequality (Copeland and Labuski
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2013). As Copeland and Labuski state, the American Dream was discounted, further
engraining the notion that if you cannot achieve the material conditions of the dream then
you are ultimately to blame. In this process, the objectification of consumerism and its
conflation with merit and justice, has created and maintained a built environment
structured by meritocracy.
Materiality and Meritocracy
Key to understanding human-object relationships is to place it in a broader historical
context, specifically our own alienation from the means of production.2 By this I mean,
the objects we consume, use, and rely on are often not the ones we labor to produce.
Under a capitalist system our labor is transformed into value proportionate to type of
work we complete. Whereas before such a system, one can argue that our labor directly
correlated into what we produced and consumed, allowing us to comprehend the means
of production more readily. Under mass production and consumption, the way things are
made, packaged, and distributed occur in the background, with our engagement with
products occurring through the act of consumption (Miller 2012). Our labor is therefore
seen as a means to get money so that we can afford to purchase goods.
Under such a system, our view of labor becomes synonymous with money and effort
(see debates concerning taxes and inheritance in the U.S. in Longoria 2008).
Underpinning these sentiments is the meritocratic common sense that many hold dear,
that labor (i.e. time + effort + talent) = entitlement to the fruits of one’s labor and way of
life. Being that labor is now abstracted to money, our sense of entitlement takes on a
distinct form ideologically and materially (Graeber 2001). Few of us can proudly
proclaim that what we produce is not somehow touched by the alienation of labor (even if
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we engage with crafts, often the materials we use are imported from elsewhere, processed
by people feeling the same alienation of labor to their products).
This is why consumerism is such an important avenue to explore and understand. As
Daniel Miller (2012) notes, in the act of consuming, we are actually producing ourselves.
We are producing a sense of self into the material world, turning the alienation we feel
into meaning making. While the cultural script has changed, fundamentally we as humans
have an attachment to material culture which manifests itself in numerous ways. What
has been transformed under mass consumption is the connection between labor and
entitlement to the fruits of our labor. By teasing out the way we categorize what is earned
and unearned in this society (new rich vs old rich, poor vs welfare), we can better
understand how success stories are created and articulated in the broader social
consciousness in relation to distributive justice (Ferguson 2015). It will be useful to
understand what American entitlement to labor looks like by exploring the very
materiality of meritocracy’s moral economy.
Anthropological understandings of moral economies demonstrate that a meritocratic
equation is prevalent in various forms around the world, appearing in various forms
depending on the sociocultural organization of a society (Fischer 2014; 2014b). In the
U.S., materiality connects to the aforementioned, because in a consumer society, our
money becomes one of the main vehicles to purchase commodities. Therefore, our sense
of entitlement takes on various forms that materialize into the world, often
subconsciously through the purchasing of clothes, the appearance of our houses and
property, and other trinkets and gadgets. Rather than examining these as status markers,
we should move towards interrogating how these acts of purchasing reflect an internal,
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subconscious desire to manifest our entitlement to labor. To be able to say that I can
purchase a Ferrari because of all the hard work I put into becoming rich is different than
saying I purchased a Ferrari because I am rich and want to show off my status (the later
which may be true, but it’s often the first that truly exemplifies how we manifest our
sense of entitlement into the world).
For instance, take the classic ethnography “Eating Christmas in the Kalahari” by
Richard Borshay Lee (1969). In the ethnography, Lee discusses his frustration of being
teased by the !Kung after what he perceived was an act of generosity on his part. After
spending nearly a year in the field, with food rations that he rarely shared, Lee decides to
purchase the largest cow he can find for slaughter, as was customary during the !Kung
Christmas season. During this time, Lee goes around town trying to reassure himself that
he picked a suitable cow for slaughter. He is greeted with numerous barbs and quips
about the insufficiency of the cow, hearing things such as “it is too lean” and “that it will
barely feed anyone”. Lee takes great offense to this, not understanding what the village
sees and what he presumably is missing. Ultimately, he asks one of his participants why
they are teasing him, and they tell him that it’s a !Kung tradition in order to humble
success, keeping anyone who might develop a large ego in check. In an egalitarian
society such as the !Kung, it is important that one does not stand above the other
regardless of their time, effort, or talent. This is due to the negative consequences that
comes with a sense of entitlement (here we are specifically thinking of being smug,
unempathetic, and self-assured). I discuss Lee in great length, because it is an important
anthropological study that explores moral economies in a contrastive light. It would be
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foolish to say that people are not entitled to the labor of their fruits, but it is also foolish
to dissociate the broader circumstances that cultivated that success to begin with.
For Lee, we see a perversion of the time + effort + talent equation in his
purchasing of a big ox. It is his very privilege as a researcher that the !Kung see as
problematic (the clear lines he draws in relation to them, living in his own place full of
rations, and ultimately his show of good will at the end). Such an arrangement, as Lee
notes and comes to realize, led to the !Kung criticizing and humbling him. Stark
inequality, no matter how it is rationalized, still existed and was dealt with in a culturally
specific manner.
It is important that materiality is considered during debates of moral economy,
because it often the very visible and tangible reminders of inequalities that further agitate
the affective dimensions of moral outrage. Under the inequality of material conditions,
the have nots are reminded of what could be and what they could have. Although
increased economic segregation keeps people out of site and out of mind (here I am
thinking of gated communities and suburbs with high property taxes), the spread of
various cultural artifacts via media engenders a view of the rich that simultaneously
creates bitterness but also aspiration. Therefore, when we examine labor and entitlement
under a meritocracy, our material arrangements and assemblages are central to
understanding how and why we interact with the broader world in the manner we do.
Returning to consumerism, as Daniel Miller notes (2012), it is important not to
demonize the spread of consumer goods wholeheartedly, as the proliferation of cheap,
accessible goods has increased the standard of living in many countries. What we should
target instead, as he suggests, is the power structure behind the means of production that
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disproportionately puts the burden on lower income people. Instead we should try to
alleviate suffering by improving the material conditions of those living in poverty, not
demonizing them for being mindless consumers (Miller 2012).
This assertion takes on immense value when discussing the unequal distribution
of opportunity and more specifically material conditions. As Littler notes,
“In addition, the availability of material and psychological resources depends on
social location. Whether you have the opportunity to touch a musical instrument,
spend time practicing it or becoming accomplished at it depends on the
availability of the instrument and the demands on time as much as anything else
(such as physiological facility, self-identity, or available tuition” (2018, 3).
Such assertions are reflected by an interview I conducted with Samuel Still, who
when recounting growing up in a lower middle-class neighborhood on “the other side of
the railroad tracks”, discussed the moment he realized the number of possibilities out
there. For Sam, going to Historically Black College opened a door into another world. It
was the first time he was exposed to Black professionals, middle to higher income
families who have made it. It gave him the hope and desire to do better by him. For him,
the exposure to a material environment (college) and a social network (his peers and their
families) opened doors for him, leading him to pursue a career in construction
management, something he did not conceive of while growing up in the town he did.
The notion of opportunity and availability is further cemented in other
interviewees. When asked,
•

Do you think that opportunity is the same for everyone? Why or why not?”
interviewees responded:
F.F.: “opportunity is clearly not the same for everyone. To use an analogy from
George Orwell’s “Animal Farm,” “All pigs are equal, but some pigs are more
equal than others.” This relates to human beings in 21st Century America in
describing the current state of race relations as it applies to opportunity.”
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A.E.: “Opportunity is not the same for everyone. I have provided my daughters
way more opportunities than I had, or my students have because I have the means
to do so.”
H.P.: “Opportunity is not yet equal for everyone, not here in the USA or
elsewhere in the world. Although I’m an immigrant, I’m a white male and
reflecting back on my life, I realize that was an advantage in both my education
and my careers as an engineer and a soldier. Certainly, in my lifetime, America
has made great strides to overcome inequality of opportunity, especially in the
racial gender, and handicapped arenas, but we’re not there yet in developing a
fully equal opportunity society.”
C.B.: “I don’t think that opportunity is the same for everyone. I do think that those
that have less opportunity and yet choose to strive to use that opportunity to make
advances and more opportunity will tend to go further in life due to their desire to
make it happen. In contrast to someone born to all opportunities that never sees
the value in them and subsequently squanders them. Why do I think opportunity
isn’t the same for all? We are all different people. Different thoughts, desires,
and drives. We come from different races, climates, cultures, and conditions.
Different troubles and struggles both in the families and in ourselves.
Governments can try and create everything to be equal. History has proven this
tactic to be a failure time and time again. I believe in making the tools to advance
available to all as best as possible without causing adverse effects on some. I do
believe it ultimately falls on the individual to forge their own path.”
Common in all of these responses is the recognition that opportunity is not the same.
Research on survey design demonstrates that the order and manner you ask questions
about meritocracy and distributive justice in the U.S. leads to varying, often contradictory
answers (Longoria 2008). Probing my interviewees further, I asked
•

Why are some people poor and others well-off? What factors play a part?
F.F.: “Socioeconomic status is often affected by the circumstances of one’s birth.
These include both race and cultural background.”
H.P.: “Inherited wealth plays a great role in America in determining one’s life
situation. It almost plays the same role as nobility did (and still does) in some
other countries, in keeping the rich rich, and the poor poor. It advances some
scions who are lazy and undeserving and holds back others who come from
disadvantaged backgrounds. Another factor is having large families that some
cannot, or will not, support, thus condemning yet another generation into
poverty.”
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J.F.: “I believe that education is the main reason for those being well-off. If you
have education and access to the internet you can find a place where you can
work and give back because you have learned a trade, have skills and can use
them to gain employment. What factors play a part? Ability to have
transportation to get to a job is a must. If there aren’t jobs where the people are
then they have to get to them. If these jobs aren’t accessible by public
transportation, then people need to own transportation which is costly. Many
times, this is the reason why people cannot take employment, because they cannot
get to where the jobs might be.”
C.B.: “I guess that would depend on your definition of poor. I’ve known people
that outwardly seem to be of lesser means that live a very rich life. Those people
aren’t defining their wealth in terms of currency. Again, so much is a state of
mind. I’ve been broke before in life, but never felt poor. I think your community
plays a lot into people thinking they are poor. Even micro communities like your
family, friends, and the neighborhood you live in. Many young people, when told
they are poor and there’s no sense in trying to fix it because someone else did this
to you, will tend to believe it and just think themselves poor. Mentally defeated
before they even get started.”
What I see in these responses is a recognition that the idea of true meritocracy existing in
the U.S. is already fraught with counter-examples from my interviewees. When asked
how to ameliorate these conditions, interviewees responded:
•

What does one need to do to be successful? Are there any barricades today?
If so, what are they? How can people overcome them?
F.F.: “In order to be successful, one needs to be intelligent, hard-working, and an
opportunity to demonstrate these qualities. One also needs a fair amount of luck.
As I have previously stated, many of the same barriers which Dr. Still faced still
exist today. The predominant one of these is racism.”
A.E.: “Success has a different meaning to different people, there are always
barricades. Poverty and ability are two of the biggest barricades to success.
Determination can overcome many things, but some things are just plain luck.”
H.P.: “Both drive to work hard, and a bit of luck, are needed. There are barriersif you are born in the wrong country, ravaged by war or civil unrest, you may
have to emigrate to another country (if you can get in) to be successful. If you are
poor in a capitalistic country like the USA, you probably need to get a good
education, to improve your chances for success. If you are born into a rich family
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in the USA, don’t screw up and blow your good fortune, either up your nose as
cocaine, or on things you don’t really need.”
J.F.: “As a society, we need to make sure that all areas of the country, cities, rural
have access to the internet.”
C.B.: “I feel the biggest barrier to anyone being successful is their own thoughts.
With a positive mindset you can find a path out of most situations. This path
almost always includes education. Not necessarily formal education, but
education all the same. At 47 years of age, I feel like I still have a lot to learn and
a lot to accomplish. I can only speak for me when I say that most of my setbacks
were self-created due to poor decisions, bouts of laziness, and lack of confidence.
If I can get a handle on them, there’s no telling what I can accomplish with my
remaining years.”
In such a manner, interviewees still hold onto the promise of a meritocratic uplift, seeing
hard work and perseverance as the antidote to any obstacles. Take for instance, one of my
volunteers who writes,
C.B.: “As someone that has worked hard since a young age, I’m immediately
tempted to say that working hard should amount to more money and status in
society. Someone could work 12 hours a day for years honing their skill at
solving Rubix Cubes. They work hard, but does that mean they are bringing any
worth to society by doing so? Look at the often-used comparison between pro
athletes and teachers. Teachers, year in and year out, help shape the minds of our
youth and setting them on the path of being the leaders and innovators of the
future. Their fingerprints are on the future of each kid. Do they make enough? In
my opinion, no. Then you have the athlete which millions will watch play a game
which is entertaining, but for most will have no significant impact to their lives.
Does the athlete’s skill warrant their social status or their paycheck? What true
difference have they made to help drive society in a positive way? I don’t believe
our society rewards enough for hard work that contributes to the masses. Too
often it is the unethical that walk away with vast amount of financial gain from
exploiting the skills of the less fortunate.”
In his conceptualization, he sees hard work and labor as contingently useful, if it adds to
society in a meaningful manner. When further probed, interviewees were asked if
•

Meritocracy (the idea that one’s position in life should be solely based on
their ability and effort) an ideal way of running a society? Why or why not?
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F.F.: “This is a question of political philosophy. If one is a believer in laissez-faire
capitalism and a free market economy, then one would adhere to the principles of
meritocracy. In contrast, if one believes in Marxism, communism, or even
somewhat less extreme socialism, they would not agree ideals of meritocracy.
A.E.: “I have no idea what an ideal way to run a society is. I do think that if
kindness, not material possessions, were the basis for a successful society
America would be a better place.”
H.P.: “Yes, but ideally there should also be a legal minimum economic guarantee
for everyone, regardless of ability and/or effort. The ability part most Americans
would agree with (few would be Scrooges and deny economic benefits to the
disabled), but not the effort part. Most people dislike those who are lazy and wish
to punish them for it. It rubs most Americans the wrong way to have to pay taxes
used to send checks to “welfare moms,” or to continually support charities that
bolster the poor (unless they feel called to do so, often through their religion).
Curiously, in more socialistic societies like Sweden’s, the “freeloader” problem
does not seem to be any greater than in ours.
Karl Marx once said, “From each according to his ability, to each according to his
need,” which is the ideal in a meritocratic system. The problem with that
viewpoint is that it requires people to be economic idealists and work hard for not
only themselves, but also for others, even beyond one’s own family. My
experience working in communist Yugoslavia once, and in observing the
morphing of most communist societies into quasi-capitalistic ones over the last 30
years, is that in the long run, most people are not economic idealists. They will
work hard for their own economic gain when possible, and usually also for their
families, but eventually they give up working hard so that stranger’s needs are
also met, unless they are compelled to do so by law.”
J.F.: “No it is not ideal because one can be more successful if one has opportunity,
education, and means to get to a job. Level playing field first, then judge.”
C.B.: “I really wish I knew the answer to this. I want to say yes. That is a major
factor in how I choose the people I surround myself with. Along with morals.
Like most things in life though, this isn’t exactly a black and white issue. There
are tons of grey area here. I’ve known plenty of hard-working people that are
superb at their craft. However, I couldn’t see them being part of the elite in this
country and running the show. Then again this might just be my 47 years of
programming speaking here.”
What we have here is therefore the internal contradiction of meritocracy making
itself manifest. Most people responded that effort, hard work, and talent should be
rewarded, but they are aware that opportunity and the development of such traits is
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contingent on social upbringing and environment. In their eyes, we do not live in an equal
opportunity society, and as it stands now, people who are rewarded are not necessarily
the most meritous. Under such conditions, meritocracy is viewed suspiciously. However,
the solutions to such shortcomings is to create even more opportunity, so that people can
partake in a meritocracy. Rather than imagining an alternative (see Chapter 8), what we
have is a re-engraining of the moral economy that purportedly rewards hard work and
perseverance. The following section seeks to make sense of this internal contradiction of
meritocracy by examining how the built environment engenders a particular “common
sense”.
Decentering Status in Consumption
In order to examine our built environment more critically, we need to move away
from simple perceptions of consumption towards holistic understandings of consumerism
(Miller 2001; Wilk 2001). Rather than focusing on the expression of status through
conspicuous consumption, it essential to grasp the “total social phenomenon” occurring
during consumer acts. By doing so, we can develop a theory that accounts for the
materiality of aspiration and merit, allowing us to explore the deep cosmological roots of
property, labor, entitlement, and just deserts. As noted in Chapter 1, the extension of
mass consumer goods to a wide subset of the population (Copeland and Labuski 2013),
necessitates this shift of viewing goods through Veblen’s notion of “conspicuous
consumption” towards what Currid-Halkett calls “inconspicuous consumption”. Rather
than demonstrating status through the purchasing of goods, the new middle class signals
their human capital through inconspicuous consumption. This inconspicuous
consumption is defined as the accumulation of cultural and social capital through such
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things as attending prestigious schools, consuming organic and fair-trade food, and
partaking in exclusive outings, all of which reflects one’s moral stance in the world.
Currid-Halkett writes,
“but, for the aspirational class, it is members’ eagerness to acquire knowledge and
to use this information to form socially and environmentally conscious values that
sets them apart from everyone else—which is why a $2 heirloom tomato
purchased from a farmers market is so symbolically weighty of aspirational class
consumption and a white Range Rover is not…The accumulation of cultural
capital occurs in various settings, such as being aware of what is going on in the
world, watching certain tv shows, etc. “How else can an individual seem informed
(and intellectually productive) at a dinner party if he’s not spending free time
doing things that make him seem smart and culturally aware?” (2017, 19).
For Currid-Halkett, inconspicuous consumption further entrenches inequalities as
parents double down on the intergenerational transmission of cultural, social, economic,
and symbolic capital. Here lies the double edge sword of inconspicuous consumption and
ethical consumption itself, one tends to reproduce the inequality they are aware of and
say they are trying to change through their very own aspirations. This ties into the flip
side of Taylor’s (2013) “enabling constraint”. Whereas Taylor sees the poor ultimately
partaking in aspirational actions that reproduce their social situation, one can argue that
the rich partake in similar actions. Both sides aspire and hope, and both reproduce the
social situation one is in by engraining these practices into our environments. It becomes
clear when dissecting the built environment, that we see exactly how materiality shapes
our subjectivity and ontologies. By uncritically accepting our inheritances (financial,
material, and cultural) we miss the various modes of privilege that come to structure our
lives.
Materiality theory therefore provides an avenue for understanding how certain
types of labor gather capital in particular situations. For instance, think of an idea that
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you have come up with concerning fixing a problem. What happens to this idea? As
humans we are faced with the task of putting these ideas into motion, creating something
of it. Whether it is an intellectual labor such as writing it down, partaking in an interview,
teaching it to a broader audience (all of which are valuable services to a broader society)
or a physical labor (such as carrying out the various steps to manifest your idea
materially), we are involved in a process of objectification that shapes our surroundings
and the people in it (Miller 2005). While we can argue about the merits of writing a
scholarly article that reaches a small group of people versus creating a handicap ramp that
effects accessibility for many folks, the goal of this thought exercise is to draw attention
to how much labor is tied into materiality theory more broadly.
As soon as we enter the moment of trying to share an idea we have generated, we
enter a broader process of materiality. For when we create something (either verbally or
physically), we have an immediate effect on our surroundings and the people we interact
with. Our thoughts and actions become physical, that is they materialize. Our propensity
to dislike folks whose actions do not match their words stems from this very creative
process. Our dislike for people who only verbally add to an interaction rather than doing
something further cements this point. Finally, people who materially change the world
without regard to thinking or interacting with fellow humans also feel this ire. What is
this moment and why is there a sense of dissonance?
Frykman and Frykman (2016) argue that these are moments where we can
pinpoint affect with materiality, dissecting what they call “sensitive objects”. Any
moment in which the dialectical process of thought and action is disrupted or when
someone or something overpowers the other will lead to a sense of dissonance. This is
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because our thoughts and actions function within a broader cultural schema, one that has
a code of values often best understood as a moral economy. This moral economy shapes
what we expect, what we envision as fair and just, and what we desire. To be in
dissonance with the broader moral economy makes you an outlier. If you need proof,
listen to any debate in the United States that seeks to help marginalized people. The
discussion always returns back to a meritocratic thinking, a bootstrap ideology that seeks
to lift people out of their position in life. This type of thinking has support from both
political parties in the United States (Imbroscio 2016). Rather than restructuring society
to fix a systemic issue, we throw money or opportunity at the problem, hoping that our
efforts allow more folks to enter the rat race rather than obliterating the race itself.
The working class therefore puts emphasis on hard work and the merits of
changing your environment, either through creating something with your hands or
physical altering something via charity drives, volunteering, etc. because deep down
inside our perception of labor and materiality are wedded to the physical dimensions of
labor, specifically those that produce a tangible effect. The process of creating something
and materializing it in the world becomes reflective of a broader morality base in rugged
individualism. To be able to create gives one a sense of rootedness, a sense of belonging
and being in a society. In effect you are saying that “by creating this, I am giving of
myself to the world”; “by having something out there that was created by me, I am a
meaningful member of society”; “I have utility and value”. In this way, hard work
becomes something much more than an ideology of control, it becomes a way of selfvalidating one’s relation to a broader moral economy. It is one’s way of saying I am in
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harmony with thought (meritocracy as ideology) and action (meritocracy as
environment). This central to Heiman’s (2015) analysis of “rugged entitlement”.
Material culture therefore has an affective dimension with dispositions boiling
over into jealousy (desiring something someone has), hatred (viewing one’s relationship
to objects with disdain, such as criticizing “supped up” cars), suspicion (fear of broken
tail light, hoodies, etc.), awe (luxury), hope (disaster symbols), etc. Unless we critically
examine the affective dimensions of meritocracy via materiality theory, we are at risk of
unconsciously reproducing some of the negative aspects of meritocratic thinking during
particular social encounters. By laying bare how meritocracy is materially manifested, it
is my hope to create a possibility for a more empathetic understanding of human-object
relations.
Materiality of Meritocracy: Locating the American Dream
So far, I have traced the historiography of meritocracy, defined the concept as a
moral economy, and explored the theories of materiality and consumption as developed
by Daniel Miller. In this final section, I will tie these strands together to demonstrate
what the materiality of meritocracy looks like. Specifically, I will explore how the theory
of objectification and “nowness” make “The American Dream” resilient. As my case
study, I will concentrate on the materiality of the suburbs to demonstrate how our
perceptions of hope, expectation, and promise are rooted in our built environment. I argue
that the articulation of automobiles, homes, appliances, front yards, fenced in backyards,
driveways, bicycles, sidewalks, newspapers, and streetlights (too name a few) all create a
feedback loop that speaks to ideas of meritocracy. Specifically, the built environment
demonstrates that meritocracy can be achieved through consumption. Through the very
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act of consumption, we accumulate material goods that reify the built environment,
perpetuating in the process the incentive and reward systems of meritocracy.
Such acts of consumerism resonate with broader research occurring in
consumption particular those focused on ethical consumption (Carrier and Luetchford
2012) and aspirational consumption (Currid-Halkett 2017). In both works, scholars
analyze the non-utilitarian aspects of consumption, building on the tradition started by
Marcel Mauss in The Gift, seeing consumerism as a total social phenomenon where
consumers balance societal expectations and pressures with their own material
engagement. Central to both analyzes is the notion that consumption is a form of virtue
signaling, where the very act of consumption demonstrates one’s own critical
engagement with the broader world. In the case of ethical consumption, one is moral and
virtuous by purchasing fair trade, organic, and any other label. As Slavoj Zizek (2009)
pronounces, the cost of one’s moral dilemma in partaking in a capitalist act of
consumerism, is accounted for in the cost of the product. For him a cup of Starbucks or a
pair of shoes bought from Tom’s is coupled with some broader socially responsible
action (such as fair trade or philanthropic donations). In this manner, the consumer does
not feel guilty for partaking in typical consumerist act because it is counterbalanced with
ethical and moral actions.
The act of consumption is therefore difficult to dismiss as purely a capitalistic
impulse. While the mechanisms of capitalism have transformed production, distribution,
and consumption of material goods, anthropological research demonstrates that humans
have co-evolved with objects with current archaeological evidence pointing towards the
presence of artifacts as long as 2.5 million years ago under the Oldowan assemblage
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(Zimmer 2003). Therefore, to throw away meaningful analysis of human-object relations
as merely acts of conspicuous consumption (Veblen 1994) misses the larger point. As
Currid-Halkett shows, the mass production and availability of cheap goods forces us to
re-examine such concepts considering new patterns, particularly those of building various
capitals through inconspicuous consumption such as enrolling into prestigious programs
(2017). This shift, which she calls aspirational consumerism, virtue signals cultural and
social capital, rather than the moral or ethical concerns we see under ethical consumption.
It is this formulation that I wish to build upon with my conceptualization of meritocratic
consumption.
Meritocratic Consumption
Consumption, when framed as an action that is meritous, conflates material
wealth with success. While Sen’s notion of personification is limited to the legacy and
timespan of a person’s life, the material inheritance of wealth through objectification
transcends individuals towards an unconscious ordering of things that reflects success. By
this I mean, a property can be a marker of hope, aspiration, and success for many
different owners throughout time. Objectification, due to its very inorganic nature, is a
more resilient manner of engraining the notion of meritocracy within the built landscape.
The fact that properties can and do switch hands demonstrate that families are on the
move, that social mobility up and down the ladder is possible within the society. This
possibility for social mobility inscribes optimism, hope, and aspiration within material
goods.
In the purchase of a house, the ideas of hope, expectation, and promise articulate
with meritocratic perceptions of success. The objectification of the house, the ultimate
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marker of stability once paid off, demonstrates the materiality of meritocracy as
conceived throughout this dissertation. A house in this way, becomes what I call a
“meritocratic artifact”, defined as any cultural artifact that produces and reinscribes a
meritocratic subjectivity. Under such a formulation, our built environment is in part
structured by a hegemonic common sense that physically demonstrates the reward
mechanism of meritocracy. Through day to day engagements with cultural artifacts of
success, meritocracy is perceived as tangible and attainable through its very prosaic
materiality.
Using “nowness” to understand how we perceive our relationship to materiality,
we can better explore how the ideas of merit, justice, hope, expectation, and promise (the
fundamental blocks of moral economy) are inscribed into the built environment through
the accumulation of rewards. Narratives of social mobility, in this example rooted in the
purchasing and paying off a house, structure our notions of self in relationship to
meritocracy. “Nowness” allows for a retrospective understanding of ourselves in relation
to our engagement with material conditions. We begin to see ourselves as successful due
to our accumulation of “rewards” in our built environment. By framing one’s own social
mobility through the accumulation of rewards, they can create a narrative of uplift that is
used in order to realize hopes, dreams, and aspirations. In essence, the accumulation of
rewards habituates one to believe that their hard work is rightfully rewarded. These
rewards, often manifested in material goods, continually expand the built environment,
accumulating indicators that meritocracy in fact works. Furthermore, if this process is
replicated by your neighbor, the accumulation of rewards on a suburban street strengthen
the notion that meritocracy functions as expected, further reifying the incentive system.
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The accumulation of wealth transforms the built environment generation after generation,
ultimately engraining the incentive system of a meritocratic economy into the landscape.
But what about those who are not lucky enough to make it? Regarding the futureorientated engagement with “nowness”, meritocracy and mass consumerism provides a
sense of optimism and hope that no matter what one’s material condition is they can
always improve. The future-orientated nature of meritocracy and its materiality (many
objects are purchased in regard to the future) inscribe into the built environment what
Erin Taylor calls “enabling constraint” (2013, 34). Enabling constraint (like Berlant’s
“cruel optimism”) is the idea that we often invest hopes and aspirations into material
goods at the price of rooting ourselves in place. Taylor uses the example of
“autoconstruction” to explore how low-income people inscribe their hopes and
aspirations into building a house over many years. This investment of capital into
building a house demonstrates the engagement of people with the future, while
simultaneously rooting them in the present, limiting chances of social mobility. When
extended to other forms of consumerism outside of the house, we can make the argument
that the purchasing of certain commodities whether small or large signifies similar
notions of “enabling constraint”.
Enabling constraint becomes a useful tool towards understanding how built
environment produces resilient subjectivities in face of contradictory lived experiences.
In this vain, the built landscape of the “American Dream” creates a feedback loop where
our aspiration and hopes are achieved through objectification of consumer choices. By
purchasing a house, car, or new piece of technology, we orient ourselves towards the
future even if our present is lacking a sense of completeness. Our consumption of
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meritocracy tells us to go all in with whatever we have available. Buffered by an
incentive and rewards system that builds the environment we engage with daily, we hold
on to the promise of opportunity even if we do not subscribe to the “myth of
meritocracy”. The “American Dream” becomes resilient because we invest so much into
its quotidian aspects, often conceived of as the “tactics” of everyday (de Certeau 1984).
As historical archaeologist Paul Mullins, a leading theorist of consumerism in the field,
discusses, “Desire and the hopes consumers invest in goods are key to consumption’s
genuine transformative potential; however, consumption usually expresses a quite
personal ‘politics’ that imagines individuals and situationally distinct possibilities, which
may subsequently lead to structural change, reproduce existing conditions, or work
wholly meaningful personal changes with ambiguous social and structural effects” (2004,
205).
The materiality of meritocracy is therefore part and parcel of the incentive and
reward system. Its resilience is rooted in the continual construction and inscription of
hope, optimism, expectation, and sense of achievement into the landscape we occupy.
This piecemeal construction leaves people optimistic that change has and will come,
reinforcing in the process the idea that meritocracy works. Despite the incongruence
between lived reality and expectations of an economy, people hold onto notions of hope
and optimism. Rather than pass moral judgments (see Miller 2005 on the poverty of
morality) it is more useful to come to an understanding of how we all are implicated in
the construction of built environment and how this effects social relationships.
Part Three: Health and Inequality: The Biosocial Inheritance of Meritocratic
Materialities
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Meritocratic materiality therefore provides a useful lens towards understanding
how social relationships and the built environment “get under the skin” (Kreiger 2001). It
is important to parse out the negative health consequences of our discussion above.
Miller’s conceptualization of objectification (objects make us as much as we make
objects) in relation to Kreiger’s use of embodiment allows us to better explore the
dialectical relationship between lived realities and experiences. The recognition of
objects being constitutive of our sense of self, brings nuance to how structural inequality
articulates with biosocial inheritance (Hoke and McDade 2015). In addition, material
conditions, through the process of objectification, often become substitutes for moral
degradation. As Clarence Gravlee (2009) explores, “race becomes biology” when
inequalities get “under the skin”. If extended to material culture, objects themselves
become racialized and placed within the broader moral economy of meritocracy. This
conflation of materiality and biology have repercussions on public perception of poverty
and subsequent policies. Due to the segmented nature of suburbs and urban cities,
disinvestment in particular areas lead to long-term effects on social capital which in turn
effects cultural and economic capital (Duncan 2005; Jennings and Lynn 2005).
Meritocracy, built on the assumption that there is equal opportunity, becomes a way of
understanding poverty in a manner that reifies inequality. In order to challenge health
disparities and inequality, it is essential to define the contours of meritocracy, its
materiality and how it becomes embodied. Meritocracy in this way is therefore more than
an ideological contestation, but rather has very tangible real effects on the well-being of
people (Wilkinson and Pickett 2011).
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A useful theory to discuss the effects of embodying meritocracy comes from
Hoke and McDade’s definition of biosocial inheritance, i.e. “the process through which
social adversity or advantage is transmitted across generations through mechanism both
biological and social in nature” (2015, 194). Hoke and McDade (2015) explore how
social capital structures the transmission of biological health inequities. Rather than
blaming culture, the authors examine how political economic forces shape-built
environments that ultimately constrains agency (2015, 193). Hoke and McDade argue
that inequalities become embedded within biology and transmitted generationally due to
these constrained processes. When bringing a materiality approach, the built environment
itself is part and parcel of this transmission. As Levins and Lewontin (1985) discuss,
there is a dialectical relationship between the social and biology. The built environment,
being an extension of ourselves through the process of objectification, constructs our
biology. Hoke and McDade argue that in order to conceptualize this inequality, it is
essential to understand how experiences of prior generations influence contemporary
ones (2015, 195). I would push to examine how perceptions of the future also
simultaneous structure present inequalities. By extending the concept of Walter
Benjamin’s “nowness”, as conceptualized in Laurent Olivier’s (2013) notion of
archaeological time, we can see how structural inequality becomes reinscribed into the
built environment. This has two very visible consequences on health disparities, the effect
of the environment itself on biology and the allostatic loads created by inequality.
The first consequence is most visible in the material environment itself. As Schell
and Czerwinski (2009) note, economic inequalities are embedded into the environment.
The authors call attention to the way in which the material conditions of lower income
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populations correlate to increased vulnerability to lead hazards. The authors demonstrate
how the built environment, shaped by political economic forces (i.e. Cohen’s (2003)
overview of disinvestment, redlining, and racial covenants) created pathways that
allowed lead to be embodied. The embodiment of lead has far reaching health effects
intergenerationally as shown in figure 1 below. When tied into conversations of biosocial
inheritance (Hoke and McDade 2015), the materiality of lead becomes part and parcel of
intergenerational transmission through the placenta. In this way, the social capital that
structures where one can afford to live, determines the material conditions that have
direct health consequences. In this process, social capital articulates with materiality in a
manner that perpetuates and inscribes inequality into the built environment.

Figure 2.1: Biosocial Inheritance Pathway (Schell and Czerwinski 2009,126)
Due to our understanding of materiality as defined by Miller and Oliver in this
paper, we must confront how meaning making occurs in spaces of vulnerability
(Leatherman 2005) in order to challenge structural violence from the perspective of
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everyday tactics. While these structures are the product of disinvestment they are
simultaneously experienced as home. In Miller’s (2008) examination of London houses,
he explores how meaning making and stability articulate together in our relationship with
living spaces. By limiting our analysis to the abject poverty of these environments, we
miss the opportunity to explore how people make meaning out of their day to day
experiences through their relationship with materiality.
Allostatic Loads of Meritocracy: Cultural Consonance and Weathering
The long-term effects of living in material conditions that are detrimental to
health have been stated above. However, equally as important is understanding what kind
of subjectivities are created within these environments and what kind of health issues
may arise from them. Research in the high allostatic loads associated with structural
racism such as “weathering” (Geronimus et al 2006), microaggressions as defined by
Smith-Oka (2015), and hypertension associated with cultural consonance (Dressler and
Bindon 2000) all show the effects of racialization on the body and its broader
consequences. When extended to biosocial inheritance (Hoke and McDade 2015), stress
levels related to meritocracy form an intersectional (Crenshaw 1991) burden on people
suffering from racial, economic, and gender marginalization. Due to this
marginalization, choices are limited for these populations making their relationships with
possessions even more important (Miller 2005). The ability or inability to construct
oneself through their engagement with materiality therefore is an essential avenue to
explore and understand when examining structural violence, health disparities, and the
perpetuation of inequality.
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Meritocracy articulates with cultural consonance and biosocial inheritance due to
the very structural and symbolic violence the term connotes. An exploration of the
meritocratic myth, specifically how disease, access to healthcare, and bureaucratic
barriers prevent populations from upward social mobility is a fruitful avenue to explore
recursive inequality.3 When put in conversation with Sen’s (1993) notion of capability
and well-being , we begin to see how inequality is not only rooted in income disparity but
also in “the acquirement problem”, which distinguishes how access to high quality
schools/ education, functioning water, transportation, and electrical infrastructure, play a
part in differential outcomes.
In their research on the meritocracy myth and the effects on African American
health, Kwate and Meyer examine “the potential pathogenic effect of meritocracy and
briefly discuss two mechanisms: individual, through the impact of stress and coping on
health, and structural, through the impact of beliefs and values on policies” (2010, 1831).
Specifically, they find that
“Meritocratic ideology may also be associated with adverse health by increasing
health-damaging, high-effort coping to overcome adversity. Evidence suggests
that in low status groups, the endorsement of meritocratic ideology can lead to
self-blame for failure to reach a goal instead of attribution of discrimination.
Research on John Henryism, a term inspired by the story of John Henry, the
steeldriving man who collapsed after competing with a high-powered machine,
shows that persistent high-effort coping in the face of impediments to success can
lead to hypertension among African Americans from low socioeconomic
backgrounds” (Kwate and Meyer 2010, 1832).
When examined under cultural consonance, the pressure to succeed in American
society (structured by a meritocratic subjectivity) in relationship to unequal and
differential access to social mobility creates long-term health disparities (see figure 2
below). Returning to the concept of “enabling constraint”, “cruel optimism”, and the
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“good life”, meritocracy demonstrates how structural violence becomes engrained into
the built environment due to a mixture of hope and entrenchment. It is therefore
important not to discount the way in which meritocratic subjectivity influences health
outcomes and structural inequality. Meritocracy is part and parcel of structural violence
in American society. Articulating the materiality of meritocracy with critical biocultural
approaches can therefore open new avenues of inquiry and intervention.

Figure 2.2: Meritocratic Pathways Towards Health Inequality (Kwate and Meyer
2010, 1832)
Health and inequality, when examined through materiality, opens new avenues of
inquiry and understanding behind the everyday meaning making process of those living
in poverty (i.e. Eggerman and Panter-Brick (2010); Miller 2012; Taylor 2013). I argue
that this perspective is valuable because of the insight it gives us to meaning making
processes behind consumption. In exploring how hope, aspiration, and optimism are
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inscribed into acts of consumerism and the built environment, the everyday experience of
poverty demonstrates the resilience of populations and their cultural capital rather than
the lack of character or merit generally associated with poverty (Yosso 2005). By
understanding how people’s sense of self is constitutive with material culture, we can
better apply a biocultural perspective to understanding ways in which poverty is inscribed
in the built environment and how we can intersect to disrupt poverty cycles from a
ground-up approach.
Conclusion
George Carlin once said, “It’s called the American Dream because you need to be
asleep to believe it”. While there may have some truth to it (McNamee and Miller open
their first chapter with this quote) it does little to position us empathetically in a place
where we can begin discussing the roots of inequality and its perpetuation with those who
adhere to the American Dream. In this chapter, I have tried to move us beyond
conversations that pass moral judgments on those who still believe in the “American
Dream” towards understanding why we do. In exploring how meritocracy is inscribed in
our built environment, conditioning our understanding of self and the other, I hope to
destigmatize the notion of hope and aspiration as idea beholden to those functioning
under a “false consciousness”. When framed as a moral economy, meritocracy becomes
more than just an ideological or hegemonic stance, but rather part and parcel of our own
social identity and relationships. These relationships are normalized and realized in our
engagement with materiality, creating a constitutive relationship with meritocracy as a
moral economy.
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Even amidst calls of a waning American Dream, the notion of meritocracy still
structures the way we make sense of our own failures or successes. The idea that the
American Dream is no longer tenable fails to account for the deep cultural roots of
meritocracy as a meaning making mechanism within the moral economy of the United
States. Throughout economic downfalls and upswings, the American Dream has been
reinvented, embracing the plurality and pluri-temporal nature of the concept. The
resilience of the American Dream, as I have argued in this chapter, is due to its very
inscription into our built environment via meritocratic artifacts. The materiality of
meritocracy, specifically its “enabling constraint” and “burden of self-creation” allows
for the social regeneration of the moral economy for new generations. However, as noted
throughout the paper, this process can become a double-edged sword, providing a palette
for hope, aspirations, and meaning making while simultaneously further entrenching
people marginalized by structural inequalities.
However, I do remain hopeful. In examining the “myth of meritocracy”,
specifically dismantling its fundamental tenets and understanding the structures that
produce inequality, we can provide a new kind of hope, one that moves away from
individual or cultural blame to channeling the optimism, hopes, and aspirations deep in
our consciousness towards a materiality that produces and reproduces new subjectivities.
I will now shift towards exploring the specific case study of Dr. Still in order to ground
these observations further.
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Notes
For a concise overview of Miller’s theories please reference Stuff (2010) and
Consumption and its Consequences (2012).
2 For a brief overview https://www.econlib.org/library/Enc/Marxism.html
3 For more on the negative health effects of job loss please refer to:
https://www.rwjf.org/en/blog/2014/04/harvard_school_ofpu.html
1
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CHAPTER 3
MERITOCRATIC ARTIFACTS: THE MATERIALITY OF THE DR. JAMES
STILL COMMUNITY ARCHAEOLOGY PROJECT
“Things have a life of their own. It’s simply a matter of waking up their souls.”
-Gabriel García Márquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude
“I wasn’t interested in what we found… Maybe I was excited because I was there, I was
witness to something. Maybe at a certain age anything that you do helps you fulfill your
life.”
-Alma Jordan, Volunteer
Introduction
Chapter 3 is a brief summary of the findings that will be included in the final state
report for DJSCAP. The goal of the chapter is to peel back the layers of an archaeological
project to demonstrate how much work goes into formulating and carrying out a project.
It also serves as a sort of journal that future archaeologists can utilize in order to carry out
future work at the site. Due to time constraints and a limited budget and labor force, the
project was carried out to best of my ability. All interpretations are based on available
documentary, archaeological, and ethnographic data recovered and are subject to change
with future excavations or developments in lab analysis. What is presented in this chapter
is therefore my most current observation and theorization of materiality at the Still site.
These insights are my own and do not reflect the views of the Dr. James Still Education
Center. As a community-based project, interpretations and deliberation concerning what
was being uncovered is reflected via ethnographic quotes and notes. Any interpretations
or ideas suggested by volunteers is cited as such.
Overview of Dr. James Still
Dr. James Still, typically represented as the “Doctor of the Pinelands,” was a selftaught, 19th-century, African American physician who practiced botanical medicine in
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Medford, New Jersey. The son of formerly enslaved African Americans, Levin and
Charity Still, Dr. Still is the older brother of William Still, famous chronicler of the
Underground Railroad, and father of Dr. James Thomas Still, the third African American
physician to graduate from Harvard’s medical school. Industrious and ultimately affluent,
Dr. Still’s exploration of alternative medicine occurred during a time of increased
professionalization of the medical field and abundant racial prejudices. During his life he
was able to purchase various parcels of land, expanding his property to become the third
largest land owner in a predominantly white, rural New Jersey community near the
suburbs of Philadelphia.

Figure 3.1: Portrait of Dr. James Still, by Charles Waterhouse1
Much of what we know about Dr. Still today comes from his descendants and
various historic documents including censuses, taxes, deeds, probate records, city
directories, newspaper articles, atlases, medical journals, and his 1877 autobiography The
Early Recollections and Life of Dr. James Still (Lorenc 2013). Prior to becoming a
physician, Still spent the first half of his life working as a farmer and day laborer to make
ends meet. His early life revealed the hardships facing African Americans while
navigating the difficult terrain of New Jersey’s gradual abolition landscape. Passed in
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1804, gradual abolition in New Jersey was indicative of the state’s divisive views towards
slavery (Price 1980, 77-81). Enslaved people became considered “apprentices for life”,
serving out terms as noted by the law (Gigantino 2014, 215). The contentious law
resulted in New Jersey being the last Northern state to abolish slavery, an act that did not
officially occur until Emancipation in 1865 (Wright 1988, 27). Within the environment of
gradual abolition, institutional laws were put in place that systematically limited
opportunities for free blacks in the 19th century. Laws prohibiting people of color from
entering institutions of higher education and their exclusion from professional societies
created a barrier that structured inequality faced by marginalized groups. Garnering only
three months of education in his childhood, Still made the best of his opportunities by
navigating a landscape of gradual abolition and Quaker ambivalence towards free black
populations (Aptheker 1940, 331; Gigantino 2014; McDaniel and Julye 2009). Often
stonewalled during interactions with Quakers, Still was able to befriend a few who were
willing to aid him in procuring property, building a house, and creating a farm.
It was not until Still was in his 30s that he began teaching himself herbal medicine
with the aid of a book that he purchased in nearby Philadelphia. Self-taught, Still
practiced an herbal tradition like that of Thomsonian medicine, a natural, domestic
approach popularized in the early half of the 19th century. Using local herbs, Still created
his own remedies, treating a multiracial clientele from his office in Medford, NJ from the
1840s to his death in 1882. As an herbalist, Still found himself targeted in the ongoing
battle of professionalization in the medical field. Country practitioners, herbalists,
homeopaths, and hydropaths, all found themselves increasingly scrutinized and
marginalized by city practitioners and those with formal education.
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As an African American herbalist, Still would face multiple levels of
marginalization stemming from his race, class, and professional choice. As a self-taught
practitioner, Still was chastised for not garnering medical training, an institution that was
closed off to him due to his color. In his early years as a practitioner, Still was looked
down upon and demonized as a quack medical practitioner. This was although he was
practicing similar herbal traditions of other doctors during his time. Often underbidding
his medical competitors, Still was economically competitive while offering alternative,
non-invasive remedies (Byrd and Clayton 2000, 402-403). Due to his success, coupled
with his positionality as an African American male, Still faced a greater level of
marginalization that was generally not faced by other sectarian practitioners of the time.
Still’s multi-level marginalization would shift as his practice became more
successful. Still’s increased accumulation of wealth put him at odds with lower-class
residents on both sides of the color line. Increased economic differentiation amongst
African Americans resulted in the formation of a black elite class and a distinct
meritocratic consciousness. These elites sought to uplift lower-class African Americans
to a level of “respectability” in hopes of mitigating their own marginalization (Mullins
1999, 27). The attempt by African American elites to educate lower class members and
instill genteel values stemmed, in part, from their own fear of being cast as a monolithic
socioeconomic group by whites. By practicing gentility, African American elites sought
to cement their position in an ever changing, hyper-competitive socioeconomic hierarchy
(Orser 2007). While Still’s accumulation of wealth falls within this narrative, his lived
environment and profession requires a nuanced analysis that accounts for his emulation
of gentility. A mixed method approach (archaeology, archival research, and

109

ethnography) allows for a deeper elucidation of Dr. James Still’s story in relationship to
broader historical trends, specifically that of respectability politics and racial uplift.
Background on Dr. James Still Site
Although less frequently recognized, New Jersey is home to numerous historic
African American communities.2 New Jersey currently stands as a rich, invaluable
resource for African American archaeology nationwide. Historical archaeology, with its
distinct ability of illuminating the silenced voice and stories of those disenfranchised in
history (Babiarz 2011; Battle-Baptiste 2011; Chilton 2012; Conkey 2007; Epperson 1999,
2004; Franklin 1997, 2001; Franklin and Paynter 2010; Gonzalez- Tennant 2014; Leone
et al 2005), serves as the perfect medium in developing a deep cultural understanding of
New Jersey. In recent years, archaeological projects exploring African American life in
New Jersey have increased, as has their public presence (Gall and Veit 2017; Matthews
and McGovern 2015). Despite a relatively low number of public archaeology sites,
excavations at Skunk Hollow (Geismar 1982), Timbuctoo (Barton 2009), the CooperMann house (Springate 2010), and Marshalltown (Sheridan 2012) have produced rich
information about African American lifeways and relationships with diverse populations
throughout New Jersey’s history (Veit 2002).
Positioned among the aforementioned sites, the Historic Office and Homestead of
Dr. James Still is truly distinct. As an affluent, African- American physician of the 19th
century, investigating Dr. Still’s life through material culture allows us the opportunity to
challenge commonly held cultural perceptions of race, class, gender, stereotypes, racism,
and medicinal practice, while interrogating the bootstrap myth that often accompanies
histories of successful individual. Utilizing the material assemblage at the site (artifacts,
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documents, books, and historic markers) in addition to ethnography and participant
observation, DJSCAP serves as the perfect case study for understanding how meritocratic
materialities shape our subjectivities in mundane ways.
Since there have been no previous excavations at the site prior to the start of the
Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project, we had a unique opportunity to create a
community-based project that can achieve such goals. With the support and efforts of
descendants and local community members long before excavations began, the New
Jersey and National Registers of Historic Places registered the site in 1995. In 2006,
NJDEP's Green Acres program purchased the land and building from the Trollinger
family for $875,000. The office and remaining structures on the 8-acre parcel were at risk
of demolishment for commercial development until the NJDEP’s purchase, stemming
from mounted pressure by descendants and local community members. The structure and
property were previously documented by KSK Architects, Planners, Historians, Inc. in
2010 (NJSHPO Catalog #: BUR_HSR_384_ID9326HV). As part of this survey, Gannett
Flemming, Inc. completed a preliminary archaeological survey of the property. The area
surrounding the extant office are archaeologically sensitive with evidence suggesting
subsurface features that may relate to the 19th century structures. Restoration efforts at the
Historic Office are currently being pursued by the Dr. James Still Historic Office and
Education Center (DJSHOEC), under the auspices of the Medford Historical Society.
Although the State of New Jersey owns the properties at 209-211 Church Road, the
Medford Historical Society oversee the development of the Dr. James Still historic
medical office, Education Center, and related programs at these properties through a
Special Use Permit signed with the State of New Jersey in June 2013.
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My involvement at the site began in January 2013, were I began a detailed
documentary research of Dr. James Still for my master’s thesis in the department of
History and Anthropology at Monmouth University (Lorenc 2013). My previous research
synthesized historic deeds, probate inventories, tax lists, wills, court records, legislative
petitions, census data, periodicals, maps, and atlases with Dr. Still’s autobiography in
order to examine the documentary footprint left behind by Dr. Still. While I will not
provide an in-depth overview in this body of work, I will pull from it when necessary to
highlight points of interrogation. As doctoral student at the University of Massachusetts, I
continued my work at the site, creating the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology
Project as my dissertation research and long-term community engagement project
alongside the Dr. James Still Historic Office and Education Center (DJHOEC). DJHOEC
is a volunteer, committee-based group consisting of local and descendant community
members who have a shared interest in developing the historic property and Education
Center (see Lorenc 2013 for a more robust overview). As such, they were an essential
part of supporting the broader archaeological programming in numerous ways.
Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project Overview
The Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project (DJSCAP) located in
Medford, NJ is an ongoing community project that works in close collaboration with
descendant and local community members. With community engagement starting in 2013
and excavations starting in 2016, DJSCAP has introduced archaeological method and
theory to over 150 volunteers coming from a diverse background in race, class, gender,
age, and ableism in the two years of excavation. Utilizing CBPR and CRT as a form of
counter-archaeology, DJSCAP promotes diversity through strategic structuring and
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project design that emphasizes knocking down traditional barriers to the field.
Understanding the difficulties of breaking into archaeology when economic constraints
and social capital limit your options, DJSCAP is an open-door field school, free of cost
and extraneous time commitments. Utilizing a volunteer and mutual mentorship
methodology, the project ensures that a broad, diverse population can interact with
archaeology on an intimate level within their own schedules. In the spirit of CBPR, all
volunteers are stakeholders and members of an archaeology team, learning the craft of
archaeology while contributing in every step of the project design (from research
development, geophysical survey analysis, excavation, to lab work) in attempts to counter
traditional hierarchical practices in archaeology.
As project director, I have been working with the local and descendant
community for over 6 years. During this time, I developed DJSCAP under the auspices of
the Dr. James Still Education Center in order to enact a larger community-engaged
praxis. During this partnership, the project garnered a 2016 New Jersey Historical
Commission Project Grant for $11,924, the Giles R. Wright Award (presented at the
Marion Thompson Wright Lecture Series at Rutgers), and the Mark E. Mack Award from
the Society of Historical Archaeology. Recognized for its community engagement, the
project exemplified efforts towards increasing diversity and inclusion at historic sites. By
working closely with descendant and local community members, I also partook in larger
projects such as helping with renovating the Dr. James Still Education Center, serving as
an advocate and consultant during meetings with the NJDEP and SHPO, and
volunteering at numerous community events including the annual: Dr. Martin Luther
King, Jr. Day of Service, Juneteenth celebrations, “Talking Across the Gap”:
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Conversations about Race and Diversity, and various benefit concerts and fundraising
events. I currently sit on the Education Center Oversite committee and continues to help
develop and support events in and outside of the Dr. Still Education center, including
ongoing efforts to raise money for restoring the Historic Office of Dr. James Still.
Within this background and framework, I also developed my own research and
interests. DJSCAP specifically explores how the articulation of memory, materiality, and
meritocracy shape our subjectivities in mundane ways, perpetuating a system of
inequality through embodied and externalized notions of hope, aspiration, and
entitlement. Challenging traditional narratives of success and uplift (specifically those
centered on respectability politics, the bootstrap myth, and broader discussions of
meritocracy), DJSCAP seeks to engage with community members from a ground-up
perspective to explore how they engage with the AHD at the site and why it resonates
with them. Using an innovative “ethnography in the unit” methodology, participants
reflect on the archaeological practice and examine its relationship to the broader AHD
outlined above through face-to-face interactions while excavating. DJSCAP volunteers
are asked to think critically about the practice of archaeology, the creation and
perpetuation of certain historical narratives, and to examine commemoration efforts.
Additionally, DSCAP emphasized that historic sites have multiple stories, and
therefore welcomed various perspectives on why and how we should commemorate the
Dr. Still story. Such decisions led to spirited discussions in the test unit concerning
various aspects of everyday life including politics, religion, local histories, life stories,
and other moments were the intergenerational transmission of knowledge and memories
occurred. By structuring the test unit as a community space, we were able to create a

114

project that was welcoming and inclusive to not only diverse populations, but also a
diversity in thought and expression. In this way, DJSCAP fostered its own sense of
community and meaning to many stakeholders. As a volunteer reflected, “There was a
great sense of community at the dig. What sticks out the most was talking with people
that I would have no interaction with in my day to day life.” It is with such comments
that I feel the project met its goal of community engagement while increasing diversity at
the site. DSJCAP, with its embrace of critical pedagogy and a community archaeological
praxis, is a “people’s archaeology”, one by, with, and for the community.
Project Planning, Funding, and Recruitment
The funds received from the New Jersey Historical Commission grant allowed the
Dr. James Still Historic Office and Education Center (DJSHOEC) (under the auspices of
the Medford Historical Society) to carry out the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology
Project in the summer of 2016 and 2017. Before excavations commenced, the DJSHOEC
sponsored four public events aimed at bringing people to the site. These events had
public lectures by myself. During these lectures, the public engaged with archaeological
theory and method, exploring how it is applicable to historical sites. After lectures,
consensus-based planning meetings occurred to determine what direction the public was
most interested in going forward with via archaeological excavation.
Volunteers were recruited throughout the year via a mixture of newspapers,
flyers, social media, and word of mouth. Due to our presence in the local community for
the past 5 years, the Dr. James Still Historic Office and Education Center has created
many contacts with local schools and interest groups that were able to spread the word. In
addition, attending various local events such as the Juneteenth Celebration at Jacobs
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Chapel A.M.E. in nearby Mount Laurel, where a Still descendant is pastor, and the Jazz
concert at the Education Center allowed me to meet with local community members,
discuss the project, and hand out flyers. Once the project was off the ground, many
volunteers brought friends and family to the dig allowing it to grow through word of
mouth.

Figure 3.2. Age Distribution of Regular Participants. The Standard Deviation of
21.02 demonstrates the intergenerational component of DJSCAP

Geophysical Survey
Non-invasive geophysical surveys were conducted at the site of the Dr. James
Still Historic Office and Homestead in Medford, NJ in May 2016 by Tim Horsley
(Horsley Archaeological Prospection, LLC). As mentioned by Horsley (2016), the soil at
the site is described as the moderately well-drained Pemberton sand (USDA-NRCS
2016). The typical soil profile consists of 61 cm (24 inches) of sand, over loamy sand
between 61-86cm (24-34”), and then stratified sand to sandy loam between 86-152cm
(34-60”). These soils are more than 200cm (80”) deep (Ibid. 2016). These soils are
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formed on eolian sands over sands, glauconite, and clayey glauconite sands of the
Vincentown Formation (USGS 2017).
Under these conditions at a historic site, Horsley and myself used a mixed method
geophysical approach to explore the subsurface features of the Still site (attached in the
appendices). Horsley summarizes,
“A combination of high resolution magnetometry, GPR, and earth resistance
techniques have been used to locate and map features within an area of around 0.4
hectares. The results have identified the location and dimensions of the 1869
residence of Dr. Still, as well as numerous pipes that may have directed water to
two cisterns located by these surveys. In fact, the high number of buried pipes and
other, presumably modern, utilities at this site is somewhat unusual. While there
is no conclusive evidence for a full basement under the house, several GPR
reflections suggest at least a crawl space, and possibly a deeper, now debris-filled
cellar in one place” (Horsley 2016).

Other detected features include: a former fence line (indicated by the remains of a
row of iron posts); a regular area of disturbance towards the back of the open field that
may represent former garden beds; and two curious ring anomalies that could indicate
former ponds or some other water features. The locations of these two possible ponds
suggests Dr. Still adopted elements of formal garden design, as they are positioned to
create a symmetrical layout behind the main house. Further work will be required to fully
understand the nature of these features and determine their age, but these results offer a
tantalizing view into Dr. Still’s garden which had a key role in his medicinal botany
practice.
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Figure 3.3. Ground Penetrating Radar Composite map of the Still site by Tim Horsley.

This report includes plots of all the geophysical data, as well as interpretation
maps that highlight significant anomalies and potential buried cultural remains. These
results will aid in the ongoing management and comprehension of the site, in addition to
assisting a program of excavations of specific features to better understand their
significance.
The collection of data was open to the public with numerous visitors dropping by
and asking questions about the process. Dr. Horsley partook in the community outreach
aspect of the project by hosting a preliminary viewing of data that was collected at the
site during a May 10th evening lecture. During this event, Dr. Horsley provided an
overview of geophysical methodology and theory and its applicability to archaeological
sites. The data analysis and final report of the geophysical survey were used to create
maps that helped set up the site grid and excavation units that would need archaeological
explorations. The geophysical data was immensely helpful in creating the site plan
because it allowed us to utilize our limited resources in a measured manner.
Participants and volunteers who attended the geophysical data presentations were
fascinated by the technology, providing both queries and insights into what they thought
was going on under the surface at the Still site. The GPR map took on a life of its own,
both limiting and opening conversations of possibilities and conjectures. By utilizing the
map in both introducing the site to volunteers and in planning out excavations, we
became reliant on it just as much as any other tool at the site. While the GPR map was
able to show us broader anomalies in the soil, we still needed to ground test them via
excavations.
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In many instances, our perception of the GPR data proved to be off when tested
by digging. For instance, the large circular structure pictured above was thought to be a
cistern due to its location under what would have been the front porch of Dr. Still’s house
but ended up being a 1960s septic system. While it is possible that system was put in
place over the old cistern, a theory espoused by many volunteers, it is difficult to say so.
Furthermore, the presence of a septic runoff east of the house’s foundation, demonstrated
that those who excavated the feature in past hit the foundation of the house and offset
their unit according. What we can gleam from such examples is that the site is a
combination of overlapping palimpsests where the materiality of the house influences the
actions of others, long after its visible appearance above ground. This included myself as
an archaeologist examining the geophysical data.
In addition to work completed by Gannett Fleming, Inc. the site, its boundaries,
and features, were mapped by total station survey work completed in August of 2014 by
Marc Lorenc, R.P.A., Dr. Edward González-Tennant, Diana González-Tennant, and
community volunteers. After a consensus-based workshop, were community members
were able to view the geophysical survey results and offered numerous suggestions for
testing various anomalies, we decided on the first year’s excavation. The total station
was used to layout test units that would match up with the location of anomalies as
mapped out by the geophysical data.
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Figure 3.4 Site Map Overlaying Geophysical Data. Scale= each square is 1meter squared.

The units were aligned to gird north (which is off by 20 degrees from magnetic
north). We followed gird north do the data and subsequent map produced from our
geophysical survey that was set up on this arbitrary grid. For the sake of lining up the
units properly with the findings we maintained the arbitrary site grid. The datum point at
the site is 3 meters east of the front of the SE corner of the office (not including the
steps). This marked as N1000, E100 with a wooden stake and metal stake (pictured as a
red triangle below).
Field Protocols
Using the Department of the Interior: National Park Service: Archaeology and
Historic Preservation; Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines, hand
excavation protocols were employed, using trowel or shovel skimming only (1983).
Archaeological excavations consisted of 16 (1x1m) and 2 (2x1m) units positioned over
geophysical anomalies. Using ground penetrating radar to locate areas of potential
interests, units were dug on a three hundred-foot grid across the roughly three-acre area
where remains of the 19th-century Victorian house and farmstead were located. All
excavated soil was screened through ¼ inch screens and any material culture present was
collected. Any discarded artifacts were noted with a description of why in the field notes.
Measurements were recorded in metric with excavations using arbitrary levels of 10 cm.
Photo-documentation occurred at every step of the project using a digital SLR camera.
Each level of a test unit was photographed, in addition to being completely documented
by sketch and photograph upon unit completion. Field notes were done through a
combination of specific forms including a field specimen log, unit level forms, feature
forms, and traditional journal/field-books.
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Due to the nature of Dr. James Still’s herbal practice, soil samples were collected
for special purpose studies (e.g., archaeobotanical). Because of site disturbances, samples
were only taken in areas outside of the house foundation and kitchen addition. However,
due to the majority of Year 1 and 2’s focus on the house itself, flotation samples were not
sufficient enough to conduct a full archaeobotanical study. The samples that were
recovered, came from an area were geophysical anomalies pointed to a potential garden.
When ground tested, these areas proved to be related to a late 20th century above ground
pool that may have disturbed the integrity of the samples. These samples are stored at the
Dr. James Still Education Center with hopes that a flotation analysis will be completed in
the future. As discussed previously (Lorenc 2013), Still’s medicinal plant procurement
was a mixture of growing them himself and traveling and buying specimens near and far.
Future excavations at the site will focus on locating the garden.
Testing impacted less than 1% of the 8-acre property. After excavation units were
completed and documented with soil profiles, they were backfilled. Notable units such as
House Corner Foundation (test units 3, 16, 20, 20A) and Kitchen Cistern (test units
4,10,21) were covered with landscaping fabric and then backfilled to protect the features
and allow future excavations to return and uncover the discovered features.
Laboratory Protocols
All artifacts recovered during excavation were washed, inventoried, and cataloged
at the Dr. James Still Education Center and the University of Massachusetts Amherst
Community Archaeology Lab. Laboratory analysis was done by students and volunteers
under my direction. Glass and ceramic artifacts were wet brushed and placed on a drying
rack. Dry brushing of artifacts was conducted with soft headed toothbrushes on all non-
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ceramic and non-glass artifacts. Samples of brick, mortar, and shell were taken were
possible for potential future analysis. Any artifacts discarded were made mention of in
the field notes. Contemporary plastic and other trash were collected when possible in
order to demonstrate site usage overtime.
A catalog system was created using the Field Specimen Number (FSN) and a
three-digit decimal code. A typical code would look like 12.001, which would tell
someone that this particular artifact came from FSN 12 and is distinctly coded as number
one of the broader level assemblage. In instances were multiple sherds or pieces of the
same types of artifact were found, one entry was made with the quantity column showing
the number of pieces. All artifacts were counted and separated by type unless they were
unidentifiable or undiagnostic. Such artifacts were weighed and given a catalog entry
with a description in hopes that future researchers may develop techniques that aid in its
identification. Artifacts were then place in unique bags with catalog numbers written on
them. All bags from an FSN were then consolidated in a larger bag with the unit
information and the run of catalog numbers written on it. An example of such a run
would be FSN #s: 12.001-12.018. These bags were then placed in an acid free archival
box with labels denoting which FSN numbers were present in the box. The current
condition of the assemblage requires stabilization for long-term preservation. Future
attempts at receiving funding for such stabilization is currently planned by the Education
Center. Until these funds are received, artifacts will remain at the University of
Massachusetts Amherst Community Archaeology Lab for curatorial purposes, until its
transfer back to the Education Center.
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Excavation Summary and Broader Site Discoveries
Archaeological excavations were a resounding success in both the content of
artifacts retrieved and the number of volunteers and visitors to the site during the first two
years of excavation. The project was able to garner the help of 150 volunteers throughout
the ten weeks of excavation. Out of the 150 people, we had about 75 regular excavators
who, depending on their work schedule, were able to join the project accordingly. The
project was able to garner a diverse community ranging in age, ableism, gender, class,
and race. In addition, the project garnered the attention of people outside of Medford
creating an opportunity for those in New Jersey to gain experience at the site. Numerous
visitors came to the site to ask about archaeology due to the visibility of the project.
Perhaps one of the most common praises we heard was how grateful the volunteers were
for an opportunity to learn archaeology without having to pay a field school fee. As the
project director, I was extremely pleased with the volunteers and their enthusiasm for the
project, understanding that the first year of excavations was the stepping-stone for
increasing numbers and diversity at the site for future years to come.
Archaeological testing during this year was based on community interests and
questions developed during our June 4th lecture/ overview of the GPR data. GPR data
revealed numerous anomalies at the site of Dr. Still’s former historic house. As in all
archaeological testing, the GPR data needs corroboration with excavations in order to
make sense of various anomalies. Perhaps the largest and most satisfying discovery was
the imprint of the house in the GPR data. This imprint appears about 50cm below surface
with a thickness of 30cm. When we began excavating, we found out that the imprint
appears because the house had a loose cement slab placed underneath it (possibly to
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prevent flooding and critters from compromising the house). Due to the artifacts found in
this slab, we know that it dates to the 1868/1869 which correlates to the period of the
house’s construction. We now have a distinct layer that allows us to better date the
artifacts we recover (the slab being the 1868/1869 period, below being before, and above
it being after).
Additionally, the common understanding of the Still house was that the building
itself was a raised structure with no foundation or basement. Archaeology testing exposed
a corner foundation that went 90cm deep. Further excavations demonstrated that this
foundation seems to follow the outline of the house. This was surprising because the GPR
data missed the foundation walls. It is possible because of its shallow deposition and
composition, the GPR data did not pick it up amongst the rubble above it. The NE corner
foundation will be the center of future excavations as we expand and chase the feature
into other parts of the house.
Habitation of Site Until Mid-1990s
Numerous materials recovered from 0-10cm shows a contemporary habitation of
the site. In addition, efforts at cleaning the site during a Martin Luther King Jr. Day of
Service in January of 2013, revealed that the property was full of contemporary trash.
These items ranged from metal frames, to collapse campers, metal toys, wooden chair
fragments (with Philip-head screws), a plastic gun, a leather boot, a clay sewer pipe
fragment, glass bottles, and regular trash refuse such as candy wrappers and beer cans.
Most of these items were recent and laying on the surface. The presence of beer cans and
graffiti inside of the barn structure west of the office (now demolished) suggests that the
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property may have been used as a hang-out spot. Most of the trash and tree branches from
the site were removed by the state after the clean-up.
Modern Changes to the Site
Since my involvement at the site, several work projects have accorded in order to
help develop the property and maintain the historic property. First, a small garage west of
the office was demolished due to safety concerns. This garage dated to 1950s/60s
occupation and was not related to Dr. Still. Second, a large tree was removed east of the
office. After Superstorm Sandy, where the office escaped with minor damages, the large
tree was a liability to the structure and hence removed. Second, a gravel walkway was
placed from the Education Center to the office. The walkway went about 1 inch deep
when compacted and did not have any retainer walls in place leading to its partial
dissipation. Third, a state historic marker was placed in front of the office, facing south to
north. Fourth, an informational marker facing west to east, was placed along the walkway
east of where the Victorian House was located. Except for the tree removal, these work
projects had minimal interference with the archaeological integrity of the site. Continual
maintenance of the yard via mowing the lawn, raking leaves, and managing poison ivy, is
performed by the NJDEP and members of the Dr. James Still Education Center.
Evidence of Burning of the House
Local oral histories reveal that the Victorian Era Still house was grazed to the
ground by fire in 1932 due to its declining condition. Archaeologically, there is a thin
layer of dark soil at 70cm below the surface near test units 3, 16, 20. It is possible that
this thin layer is evidence for a fire that led to the collapse of the house. Future
excavations will need to occur in order to determine the extent of a house fire.
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Evidence of Bulldozer Clearing
0-20cm below the surface throughout the site demonstrates that at some point
after the collapse of the Victorian house, the site was leveled by a bulldozer. Most of the
artifacts recovered from these levels show a mix context, with artifacts from the mid1800s to contemporaneous materials residing in the 0-10cm, with a mixture of mid-1800s
to mid-1900s appearing in 10-20cm. Site integrity is maintained in the 20-90cm range in
most test units, with artifacts dating to the mid-1800s reflecting site occupation by the
Still family. It is worthy to note that while excavations did recover artifacts, it is difficult
to completely identify recovered artifacts as belonging to a particular Still family
member. Rather, what we see is a snapshot of U.S. mass consumption in a rural
neighborhood stemming from the 1830s to the present. While some dates definitively
place an artifact within the residence of the Still family, attributing the possession of an
artifact to a particular individual would be tentative at best.

Test Unit Summaries
21 Test units were laid out. 15 of which were excavated completely, 3 of which were
discontinued due to a wall collapse after a severe rainfall, and 3 of which were laid out
but not excavated due to time constraints.
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Test Unit

Northing

Easting

Measurement

Status

1

1001

107

1mx1m

Excavated

2

1007

112

1mx1m

Excavated

3

1011

111

1mx1m

Excavated

4

1013

106

1mx1m

Excavated

5

1014

112

1mx1m

Not Excavated

6

1016

98

1mx1m

Unit Collapse

7

1023

97

1mx1m

Unit Collapse

8

1013

128

1mx1m

Excavated

9

1011

122

1mx1m

Not Excavated

10

1014

106

1mx1m

Excavated

11

1026

116

1mx1m

Excavated

12

1027

95

1mx1m

Unit Collapse

13

1002

107

1mx1m

Excavated

14

1001

108

1mx1m

Excavated

15

1002

108

1mx1m

Excavated

16

1011

110

1mx1m

Excavated

17

1003

108

1mx1m

Excavated

18

1012

108

1mx2m (East to West)

Not Excavated

19

1004

108

1mx1m

Excavated

20

1010

110

1mx2m (East to West)

Excavated

21

1013

107

1mx2m (North to South)

Excavated

Table 3.1: List of Excavation Units
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Septic Feature (Test Units 1, 13, 14, 15, 17)

Figure 3.5 Concrete Septic Feature
1) Justification: These units were opened to explore a circular anomaly detected by
ground penetrating radar. The circular feature is positioned beneath the front porch where
traditionally Victorian cisterns would reside.3
2) Brief Description of Findings: Units 1, 13, 14, and 15 contained part of Feature 1
which is a 1960s concrete septic tank. The builder’s trench around Feature 1 is a heavily
compacted sand fill covering the concrete septic system. Artifacts recovered from units 1,
13, 14, and 15 were terminated at 20cm due to the impasse presented by the septic
system. After the tank cover was removed, it was revealed that the tank was never filled
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in with septic waste still present. Future work project at the site should be weary of this
region due to a potential collapse if a heavy vehicle were to move over the area.
Septic Overflow (Test Unit 2)

Figure 3.6 Septic Overflow (Test Unit 2) @50cmbs
1) Justification: To ground test a large rectangular anomaly that appears east of the
Victorian House.
2) Brief Description of Findings: It was determined that the large rectangular anomaly
east of the Victorian House is a septic overflow (leech field). It is common practice to
create a leech field system for septic systems in order to mitigate any overflow4. A layer
of landscaping fabric was revealed, covering a lens of angular rocks measuring 3-5 inches
in length. Once this feature was reached the unit was called off due to health hazards and
a rock impasse. As such, this feature is directly related to the septic system uncovered in
Units 1, 13, 14, and 15, with geophysical data showing downward slope pipes extending

131

from the tank into the leech field. It is notable that during the construction of this leech
field, the workers hit the original house foundation and shifted the location of their
project. This is evidence by the damage done to the house foundation and the meticulous
recovery and documentation of backfilling done at the unit. Tracing the stratigraphy of
the unit 2 showed that two separate piles of soil were used to backfill, with alternating
dumping of the soil back in place occurring via shovel.
House Foundation Northeast Corner (Test Units 3, 16, 20, 20A)

Figure 3.7 Northeastern foundation of the Victorian Era Still House.
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Figure 3.8 Stratigraphy of Northeastern corner of the Victorian Era Still House
1) Justification: To provide insight into the construction of the house, to explore how
much of the original house is present, find archaeological evidence dealing with the
structures collapse, and to determine site integrity.
2) Brief Description of Findings: Test Unit 3 was placed at the corner of the house in
order to determine the geometrical anomaly found in the geophysical data. Although Dr.
Still discusses the construction of the house in his autobiography (providing in-depth
measurements) he did not mention specifics concerning the construction of the house
itself. By excavating the house, we were able to glean construction techniques and
recover intact, period specific artifacts dating to its construction. Two notable findings
concerning house construction were revealed in these excavations. A sizeable intact
concrete-like wall was discovered in the corner. This wall extends into Unit 20 following
the outline of the house’s dimensions. At Unit 16 the wall ends at half a meter into its
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north wall, possibly due to its proximity to the kitchen addition which revealed its own
wall foundation as seen in Units 4, 10, and 21. With parts of the foundation found in
Units 2 and 19, it is plausible that the house had a complete foundation that followed the
dimensions of the house. Due to the depth of the foundation (located at 10- 80cm below
the surface in Unit 3, 16, and 20) it is arguable that this was more of a crawl space rather
than a full basement. More excavation within the house itself may reveal otherwise but
all excavations from 80-90 cm were sterile with no artifacts or features being revealed.
Notable during excavations of these units was the uncovering of a mortar lens that
dates to the construction of the house. At 40-70cm below surface, the lens extends
throughout the footprint of the house as displayed on the GPR readings. Materials
recovered in this lens date to construction of the house and due to its anaerobic nature,
have preserved many of the metal artifacts. Most notable of the finds are two large
fragments of a coal stove (1: determined to be a 1868 Sunnyside, and 2: an ornamental
piece), a large, flat steel piece related to offsetting the heat produced by the coal stove,
one iron side table with an ornate three leg (only two legs recovered), a coal bucket, and
flat shovel. Amongst smaller finds, numerous personal items (such as buttons and jewelry
were recovered). In addition, hygienic products such as a shaving cream jar and an
annularware chamber pot were recovered. Also notable was the discovery of a “Private
Watchman” badge dating from the period. Future excavations should explore the areas in
and around the house as these are particularly artifact rich units with a tight dating
context.
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Kitchen/ Cistern Feature (Test Units 4, 10, 21)

Figure 3.9 Still House Kitchen Cistern

Figure 3.10 Still House Kitchen Cistern Uncovered
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1) Justification: To explore a deep circular anomaly on the GPR, to explore the network
of pipes that run into this part of the site, and to determine the extent of the kitchen
addition as noted in the autobiography.
2) Brief Description of Findings: Excavations revealed two notable features, 1) a
foundation wall running south to north and 2) a cistern. The foundation wall differs in
construction from the one present under the Victorian House, lacking the mortar/ plaster
leveling seen in latter. This may be possible to the nature of the kitchen addition, which
was added on by Dr. Still to the back of his newly renovated home in 1869. Concerning
the construction of the foundation wall, a large pipe running from the office into the
cistern was uncovered. It is possible that Dr. Still was using runoff water from the office
and his house to fill the cistern with water for kitchen duties. Excavations in these units
revealed the presence of a trash dump with materials predominantly dating from 19001940s, 20- 70cm below the surface. Most materials recovered from this lens are
unidentifiable iron fragments and local bottles related to dairy farms around the Medford
area. Notably, parts of an early 20th century kerosene stove were recovered, which may
date to the occupation of the site by Dr. Still’s daughter Lucretia Still and the sale of the
property to Sheriff Roscoe. Further analysis of the artifacts recovered from these units
can illuminate what happened after Dr. Still’s death and the occupation of the house until
its destruction in 1932. Future artifact analysis on bottles may lead to interesting
reconstructions of local farming economies as the test units positioned here, specifically
test unit 20, offer a window into the local production and consumption of goods in and
around Medford, NJ.
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Notably, under the trash heap, we uncovered a cistern covered by a corrugated
iron sheet. The cistern is an iron lined well (similar to a drum barrel) with brick lining on
the bottom washing out into soil. It appears that any materials that may have been present
in the feature washed out below and into the side as auger testing determined the soil to
be sterile 50-100cm below the surface. Excavations around the cistern’s builder’s trench
reveal artifacts dating to the mid to late 1800s, dating the cistern to Dr. Still’s occupation.
It is notable that artifacts recovered above the cistern date to the mid-1900s, which may
date the corrugated iron sheet covering the cistern to a similar time period. My hypothesis
is that the cistern was covered after the sale to Sheriff Roscoe and discontinued in use.
Late 1800/ Early 1900s Trash Pit (Test Unit 8)

Figure 3.11 Trash Pit (Test Unit 8) @50cmbs
1) Justification: To explore a geophysical anomaly on the eastern part of the property, to
explore the geographic extent of the historic property.
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2) Brief Description of Findings: The anomaly is a burnt trash pit dating to late 19th and
early 20th century. The recovery of an “Indian Head Penny” and numerous bottles within
a dark burnt lens gives us a TPQ of 1895. The artifacts recovered from this unit are most
likely related to occupation of the Still site after the death of Dr. Still.
Possible Brick Furnace Feature (Test Unit 11)

Figure 3.12 Brick Furnace Feature (Test Unit 11) @70cmbs
1) Justification: To explore a circular geophysical anomaly in the backyard, to recover
information pertaining to the barn and backyard of Dr. Still.
2) Brief Description of Findings: This unit was particularly dense with small brick
fragments within a thick dark soil lens. It is possible that these are remnants of a brick
furnace rather than a suspected corn crib.
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Collapsed Unit Summaries

Figure 3.13. Possible Garden Feature (Test Unit 6) @50cmbs

Figure 3.14 Late 1900s Sand Feature for Leveling Pool (Test Unit 7)
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Figure 3.15 Walkway for Late 1900s Pool (Test Unit 12)
During the weekend of July 23-24, 2017, the area received torrential downpours
and thunderstorms. Units 6 and 7 were badly damaged by flooded units whose walls
became undercut. At the time of its collapse unit 6’s last level began hitting marl,
suggesting sterility. Unit 7 received the worst damage as the sand lens completely
emptied into the unit. This lens dates to the above ground swimming pool and was most
likely used as a leveling soil. The northwest corner of the unit fell into the unit with walls
capsizing. Due to a severe artifact drop off, the unit was approaching termination prior to
its collapse. Unit 12 was similar in content to unit 7, also containing a level of sand that
washed out into the unit. Due to the sandy nature and depth of both of these units,
consistent rainfall weakened them enough that they were unable to withstand the storm.
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Insights from Excavations
Through two field seasons of excavations, DJSCAP has uncovered over 7,000
fragments related to occupation of the site (please refer to the appendix for a summary of
artifacts recovered). As most historic sites, artifacts recovered span from initial
occupation up until the present. 2/3rds of ceramics recovered were refined earthenware
with 1/3 of ceramics being coarse earthenware (utilitarian). Of the refined earthenware,
2/3rds were a combination of creamware, whiteware, and pearlware, which are common
at historic sites of the 1800s. Very little porcelain was recovered showing that while Dr.
Still spared no expense for the construction of his Victorian House, his consumption
patterns matched his emphasis on frugality. The earlier dates of the ceramics recovered 1
may speak to an older ceramic assemblage that Dr. Still saved and moved into his
residence. If this is the case, the material assemblage of Dr. Still allows for an interesting
opportunity to analyze the materiality for meritocracy.

Table 3.2 Ceramic Fragments by Test Unit Location

1

Creamware typically dates to 1762-1820, Pearlware 1775-1840, and Whiteware 1820+
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Mirror the accounting of his success narrative in his autobiography, Dr. Still’s
engagement with material culture shows us how he navigated his own successes. Most
notable of his engagement with success would be the construction of the Victorian
House. With no expense spared and the purchasing of an artist to depict his office and
homestead in the Scott’s Atlas (1876), it becomes readily obvious that Dr. Still was very
proud of his achievement and saw the construction of his house as a testament to his own
perseverance. His desire to build a house that had all the “modern conveniences”
materializes Still’s own ambitions, standing as a testament to his long journey from a
humble one room house in the backwoods of his lot to a large Victorian House. Such
meritocratic materializations are common amongst people who achieve a modicum of
success and wealth. While typical archaeological analysis would focus on this as a status
marker, I would like to argue that the presence of his ceramic assemblage pushes for
another type of analysis.
What we see with his archaeological assemblage is a transference of older
property into the new environment. Apart from modern conveniences and features such
as the 1868 Sunnyside Coal Stove and the number water works/ plumbing at the site,
Still’s material assemblage demonstrates that he did not throw out his ceramics when he
moved into a new home. Two things can be inferred from this: 1) Still was very frugal
and did not see the point of buying new ceramics or furnishings if the old would suffice,
and 2) Still did not partake in conspicuous consumption. The latter insight is important
because it shifts the way archaeologist typical discuss consumption at historic sites. The
evidence we have to make such a statement stems from the artifacts recovered, a number
of which would date to the early to mid-1800s. I argue that what we see from the artifacts
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recovered is Dr. Still’s navigation of his successes, simultaneously celebrating and
demonstrating his uplift via the construction of a new house, while holding onto the hard
work, journey, and sense of self as demonstrated with his older ceramic assemblage.
By holding onto the past, Still shows us that his engagement with material culture
is not rooted in keeping up with the Jones, but rather an extension of his own worldview.
Specifically, his autobiography list numerous suggestions and advice to African
Americans in economic struggles. Of these, he notes the importance of making your own
way by being self-sufficient and frugal. Taken as a broader modus operandi, Still is
arguing that money should be saved rather then spent on frivolous, ephemeral things such
as alcohol and gambling. Still approaches material culture as an investment into his
future, seeing property (including his own house, the numerous lots, and buildings he
came to own) as a means of creating and maintaining wealth. This is demonstrated in his
own consumption patterns as probate records and artifacts recovered demonstrate an
investment in utilitarian artifacts such as furniture. While the limited nature of the
archaeological and documentary assemblage prevents further insights, it is notable to
explore how Dr. Still’s presentation of self via his autobiography extends to his material
engagement. As such, we have a case study that demonstrates what the internalization
and externalization of meritocracy’s tenets looks like at a historic site.
If examining Still’s engagement with materiality on a whole, including his
autobiography, purchasing of an advertisement in the Scott’s Atlas, and his material
assemblage, we can locate these particular moments of meritocratic ruptures that
demonstrates push/ pull factors. Weiss argues that it is the Jacksonian Period (18241840) “when the nation of the self-made men began to gain broad currency.” As the
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formative years of Dr. Still, we see a link between the tone of his autobiography and
broader success narratives. As Weiss notes, “‘rags-to-riches’ writers explicitly linked
virtue with success and sin with failure… the mobility ideology, then, was inextricably
bound up with a super naturalistic cosmology” (Weiss 1969, 6-7).
In Dr. Still’s autobiography, this super naturalistic cosmology is most certainly
bound up with a concept Still returns to repeatedly in his book, that of providence. As
defined by Merriam-Webster providence is:
1) a) divine guidance or care
b) God conceived as the power sustaining and guiding human destiny
2) the quality or state of being provident
Provident being defined as:
1) making provision for the future: prudent
2) frugal, saving
As Valerie Smith notes, the idea of providence appears throughout African
American autobiographies, with the recounting of difficulties viewed as a source of
creativity and power (Smith 1987, 48). She provides an overview of the notion tracing it
roots to Equiano’s conversion narrative, citing that “Providence is both the source of
meaning and the central figure in the narrator’s life, for it juxtaposes his naïve
misperceptions with the insights he attributes to God’s grace. What he once saw as
“horrors” and suffering have been revealed as blessings in the curse of time” (Smith
1987, 48).
Providence for Dr. Still comes to summarize his difficult journey while
simultaneously justifying and rationalizing his success. This term comes to encompass a
cosmology for Dr. Still rooted in a Christian sense of divine justice. For Still, the
suffering and hard work he partook in during younger days were all excused by the
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promises of a future uplift. By putting one’s faith into divine guidance and care, Still was
able to sustain hardship after hardship until he was able to have his big break. This part is
essential for a rag to riches story. Great suffering must be present, and all chances of hope
and gain must look far off in order for a narrative to resonate with people. Such a literary
technique brings the readers in, calling attention to the dire straits of the protagonist,
making them relatable to their own struggles while simultaneously giving them hope. It’s
this balance act between hope, aspiration, and the good life that we see front and center in
success stories. Tying into broader conceptualizations of moral economies, the self-help
tradition is transplanted onto culturally specific beliefs, such as Christianity (Anker 1999,
Teklu 2016).
Center to these connections is how one gets to a place of success. For Dr. Still,
there is no sense of providence if one is not prudent. As Weiss argues, the rags-to-riches
novels were based in rural/ yeoman realities and materialities that were weary of urban
migration, advising readers to stay home on the farm (1969, 7-8). Still picks up this
thread of thought in his book, urging African Americans to follow suit. Weary of the
prospects of a city, Still doubled down on property ownership in a rural neighborhood,
purchasing rental properties, cedar swamps, and other parcels of land in order to become
as self-sufficient as possible (Lorenc 2013). Coupled with Still’s insistence on living a
sober and frugal life, the uplift narrative and advice given to other African Americans by
Still take cues from a broader self-help tradition that was formulating during the 19th
century. As Weiss argues, that “the success myth has always joined the promise of
material rewards to a super naturalistic cosmology and remains rooted in the belief that in
a universe of reason and law, an is free to decide their own fate (1969, 15).

145

Frugality, therefore, by its very essence leads to a particular engagement with
material culture, one that is not ascetic but rather calculating. To be frugal does not
necessarily mean to denounce material possessions, but rather to be highly selective of
the materials one does purchase. As Taylor notes, “consumption, like productions, is a
process by which we embed values and meanings into things” (2013, 18). Through
materiality theory, such possessions come to speak volumes about someone’s
consumption patterns because the choices are loaded with deeper meanings of “do I
really need this” and “what does this add to my life”. Framed within the broader moral
narrative of suffering as mentioned above, frugality becomes part and parcel of a broader
meritocratic narrative as it materializes delayed gratification. Rather than spend money
frivolously, Still favored saving large amounts and then reinvesting them into projects
that allowed him to maintain wealth, while also demonstrating the worth of his
philosophy (as discussed in Chapter 4).
All of this occurs within the broader social pressures he faced as a black male in
the 1800s, leading to the desire to best showcase what his race was capable (as he
discusses in great detail in his advice chapter). As discussed in my master’s thesis, Still is
navigating Victorian gentility as a black bourgeoisie who has come into money and
success. Under such a gaze, he takes on the responsibility of demonstrating what to do
with such money, often taking on negative views of those who don’t. Here we see the
crux of the meritocratic narrative, although Still dedicates a good portion of his success to
hard work, perseverance, and providence, once successful, he cannot help but see the
struggles of others as a lack of character. Once you achieve success, it is difficult to
empathize with the struggles of others as you use your own success as a framing tool.
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This framing tool utilizes your own narrative as a default towards understanding the
situations of other. You see things through a lens that says, “I worked hard and got
through difficulties, you should be able to”, “Racism was an hinderance, but I preserved,”
or “The problem is your choices, you only have yourself to blame and not society”.
While I am not attributing these thoughts to Dr. Still, or claim that he held these
viewpoints, the advice he gives in his autobiography stems from similar “looking back”
perspectives, often devoid of contemporary context of struggles that may be holding back
a new generation.
Place and Cultural Transmission
The everyday function of “home possessions” (Miller 2001) in conjunction with
the use of domestic space or what Whitney Battle-Baptiste calls homespace (2010) is a
topic archaeologists have explored in-depth. Perhaps the most comprehensive research
done on the Victorian parlor in archaeology is the work of Paul Mullins (1999a; 1999b;
2001). Mullin’s examination of race in the parlor argues that the African American
collection and display of bric-a-brac and other exotic goods, reflected aspirations and
conviction towards garnering affluence and respectability. The collection of material
culture fits into a larger narrative concerning African American consumer choices and the
presentation of self. Mullins work in Annapolis, Maryland examined how a “rich crosssection of elite, upwardly mobile, and marginalized African Americans aggressively
pursued civil privileges, developed consumption tactics which minimized community
racism, and subverted racist caricatures” (1999b, 23). In Annapolis, African Americans
“aspired to the genteel privileges of consumer space and tactically undermined its antiblack racism through consumption” (Mullins 1999b, 23). By correlating consumerism
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with class structure, Americans “began to believe that their social and material ambitions
could be realized by commodity consumption” (Mullins 1999b, 24). Consumerism and
gentility thereby became a way for people to navigate a marginalizing social hierarchy
while simultaneously establishing and securing their position and identity within it. An
analysis of strategic use of Victorian gentility by the African American middle class
therefore necessitates a shift in how we interpret materiality, representation, and the
transmission of collective memory.
During the 19th century, Victorian gentility would become the dominant paradigm
for hegemonic behavior in the burgeoning black middle class. Debates occurring in the
Christian Recorder and other African American newspapers of the time display an
engagement with conversations concerning racial uplift and the politics of respectability
(McHenry 2002). Tied to broader discussions occurring across the race, class, and gender
line, the widespread adoption of genteel values would create a paradox for the middle
classes as gentility meant “belonging to the gentry, being a member of the upper class”
(Ames 1992, 236). The Victorian culture of gentility therefore revolved around the ideas
of emulation, performance, and representation, a liminal space that Daphne Brooks
explores in her work Bodies in Dissent. As Ames writes, “the middle class can never be
upper class… [it can] only pretend, only emulate” (1992, 236). Extending Brooks
definition of afro-alienation acts to the African American middle class’s emulation of
gentility “as proactive performances of people throughout the African diaspora who draw
upon their cultural expressiveness to intervene in unequal social relations. Afro-alienation
acts are in this sense a "strategy of critique" that "disassembles" oppressive thought and
structures” (2006, 5).
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Brooks’ conceptualization of afro-alienation acts works heavily off Diana
Taylor’s notion of the scenarios. Taylor urges a shift from “written to embodied culture,
from the discursive to the performatic” (2003, 16). Central to Taylor’s analysis is how
“instead of focusing on patterns of cultural expression in terms of texts and narratives, we
might think about them as scenarios that do not reduce gestures and embodied practices
to narrative description” (2003, 16). This approach to embodied practices shares
similarities with Paul Connerton’s description of bodily practices and their material
dimension (i.e. cultural transmission through clothing style, dinner plate arrangements,
house décor) (1989, 10-11). These bodily practices function as habitual memory, which
Connerton sees as “an essential ingredient in the successful and convincing performance
of codes and rules” (1989, 36).
Part of the successful performance of codes and rules is partaking in regulating
and citational practices, a concept that Judith Butler (1990) calls performativity.
Interestingly, both Taylor and Connerton are weary of classifying embodied
performances solely as dispositions, a la Bourdieu. Taylor writes, “scenarios are ‘durable,
transposable dispositions…unlike habitus, which can refer to broad social structures such
as class, scenarios refer to more specific repertoires of cultural imaginings” (2001, 31).
Connerton conceptualizes his notion of habit memory as more than disposition. He sees
disposition as “conveying latency”, with a need for outside stimulus to activate an action.
On the other hand, habit memory conveys a sense of operativeness, that is a continually
practiced activity that is almost reflexive in its execution and familiarity (Connerton
1989, 94). When Victorian gentility is framed as habit memory and scenario, we can see
the active mediation of what Dorothy Hale (1994) sees as a heteroglossiac understanding
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of African American linguistic identity through Bakhtin’s double voice and Du Bois’s
double consciousness. The performance of a Victorian gentility therefore requires that we
analyze multiple forms of transmission occurring at once (writing, telling, reenactment,
mime, gesture, dance, and singing) with multiple systems at work, not reducible to the
other, i.e. narrative in relation to, not opposed to, scenario (Taylor 2003, 31-32).
When put into a broader conversation of how respectability politics
(Higginbotham 1993; Reed 2008; Young 2016) are tied into the performance of gentility,
we can understand how a materialization of meritocracy occurs through the processes of
embodiment and externalization. It is through framing Dr. Still’s materiality under such a
framework that we see how the idea of a black bourgeoisie materializes at the site. It is
this very materialization that allows us to understand what happened to the site between
Dr. Still’s occupation and his death.
Habitation After Dr. Still’s Death
When we explore the site after Dr. Still’s death, we can examine the
intergenerational transmission of wealth that is central to many meritocratic uplift stories.
Investments are inherently strategic. They can provide supplemental funds, procure
resources, and or secure wealth and prestige. Investors hope to turn a large profit on their
initial startup costs in order to achieve these goals. The purchasing of stocks, bonds,
property, life insurance, etc. exemplifies an engagement with investment capital. These
investments also reflect an individual’s perception of the socioeconomic conditions of
their environment. Investments become an indicator of hope and aspiration, while
simultaneously securing and demonstrating one’s affluence.
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As my documentary examination of Dr. Still showed (Lorenc 2013), investments
were strategically used to diffuse racist sentiments and misconceptions through a
performance of gentility. Concerning the reason why Still includes details of purchases in
his autobiography, Still writes,
“I merely mention these transactions to show the results of my business and the
way I conducted matters generally. It has often been said that colored men do not
know how to appreciate or appropriate money. I have tried to live so as to prove
that the race is capable of a great many things, and I would like to be an example
to my sons, and all other poor young men who shall be so unfortunate as I was to
have to commence the battle of life without education or pecuniary means” (1877,
158-159).
According to Still’s own words, it appears that his navigation of racism involved
being able to manage his property efficient. Dr. Still took great care to ensure that the
wealth he amassed during his life was passed down to his family in a fair, distributable
manner. When we utilize archaeological time (as aforementioned), it is important to view
the property outside of a strict historical chronology. Although we have documentary
records that detail the transfer of Still’s estate to his heirs (Lorenc 2013), much of what
we know about the day to day living at the site after the publication of Still’s
autobiography is fragmented. Part of this stems to the lack of census records that detail
1890 and 1900 occupants at the site. While court records show a movement of the
property between the daughters of Dr. Still, followed by a transfer of the property via a
loan, we lose track of the day to day experiences at the site.

An examination of the material culture recovered fills in the gaps we see in the
historic record. While it is easy to correlate all the materials recovered to Dr. Still, it is
important to recognize that the Dr. Still household included his wife and numerous kids.
It would be more appropriate to refer to the artifacts as the Still family assemblage, rather
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than Dr. Still’s artifacts. In this way we are able to contextually examine the artifacts
recovered using a mixture of stratigraphy, provenience, and historical documents to
correlate artifacts to broader social processes.
Notable is the prevalence of local bottles relating to Medford’s agricultural
history. A number of these date to the first half of the 20th century. While it is difficult to
correlate ownership to Lucretia Still, the mixed artifact context of a number of units in
the first 30cm suggests that there was a continual habitation of the site. Further proof of
such habitation is demonstrated by the presence of “Depression Era Glass”, with 57
pieces recovered, in Aqua, Yellow, Pink, Amethyst, and Green colors. Further excavation
is necessary to tease out the relationship between artifacts recovered from the 19th century
and its possible use into the 20th century. For a more detailed overview of artifacts
recovered, please refer to the appendix.
Conclusion
As part of a broader dissertation project concerning meritocracy, DJSCAP’s
artifact assemblage is a rich resource for understanding how we come to conceptualize
success stories via material entanglements. Central to this project is to push the discipline
away from strict analyzes of status and class towards exploring how meritocratic
subjectivities shape our very engagement with material surroundings and each other.
DJSCAP benefited from using multiple levels of evidence, one of which Dr. Still’s
autobiography, gave us tremendous insight into a particular world view based on
meritocratic uplift. This allowed the project to explore the ideological realm (Bernback
and McGuire 2001) of an archaeological site without fear of reading too much theory and
assumption into the material assemblage. Under such conditions, one must trace the
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widespread, pervasive way of being and thinking that meritocracy engenders. While
further excavation and analysis is necessary to get a better picture of the site, recovered
materials already tell us fascinating things about meritocracy’s pull via materiality.
As I demonstrated in chapter 2, our built environment is shaped by and interacted
with via meritocratic subjectivities. This is no different at the Still site, were often
volunteers and visitors commented on how amazing it is that Dr. Still achieved what he
did and that the material remains are now being recovered to prove that it happened. This
very notion of proving one's efforts via material culture provides us with a critical
insight: our belief that meritocracy works is substantiated by the physical presence of
rewards via material goods. Our perception of reality, shaped by numerous cultural
artifacts that tell us success is not only achievable but solely dependent on your effort and
talent, is engrained into these physical markers of success and presence. Without the
change in material conditions, the tenets of meritocracy would not hold as much sway
with the public. By shifting our focus away from status and conspicuous consumption
towards opportunity and the attainability of uplift, we can view the presence of numerous
ceramics, glass, and other trinkets typically found in an artifact assemblage in a new
manner. Furthermore, to pinpoint meritocracy a present is not enough. Archaeology is
particularly adept at exploring assemblages and their relationship to broader social
networks and actors. When we discuss meritocracy, we should examine the social
networks and assemblages that allow for success to occur. In doing so, we can challenge
meritocratic narratives that fixate on the individual towards understanding the sociality of
success.
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Further artifact analysis is therefore essential in order to have a more complete
understanding of the broader site processes. While most of my focus centered around
how the materiality of the assemblage informs our perception of meritocracy, there are
other avenues of inquiry that can be approached via an engagement with these artifacts. I
am currently in the process of synthesizing and moving the collection to the DJSHOEC
were researchers and community members can engage with the assemblage in manner
that suits their needs and concerns. As such, the findings in this report may shift based on
advances in archaeological laboratory techniques. As discussed in Chapter 1, it is
important to keep a critical mind open and to understand how knowledge is created, even
if that means challenging previously held assertions and assumptions. It is my hope that
the DJSCAP assemblage provokes such discussions in the future as both excavations and
laboratory analysis continue with future field seasons.
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Notes
From the first print of the book the engraving is done by H.B. Hall & Sons 13 Barclay
St. NY. Dr. Still’s autobiography was published by J.B. Lippincott & Co., an American
publishing house in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
2
njlivingcolor.org
3
http://www.oldhouseweb.com/blog/cisterns-historic-water-convservation/
4
https://www.thenaturalhome.com/septic/
1
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CHAPTER 4
DOCUMENTARY ARCHAEOLOGY AND THE SELF-HELP TRADITION
“I hope this book may be a stimulus to some poor, dejected fellow-man, who, almost
hopelessly, sits down and folds his arms and says, “I know nothing, and can do nothing.”
Let me say to you, study nature and its laws, the source from which these mighty truths
are drawn. Great minds are not made in schools! I am speaking to men whose pecuniary
circumstances are such as to prevent them from being partakers of these blissful
privileges.”
-Dr. James Still, Early Recollections and Life of Dr. James Still
“To accept one's past - one's history - is not the same thing as drowning in it. An
invented past can never be used; it cracks and crumbles under the pressures of life like
clay in a season of drought.”
-James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time
Introduction
In this chapter I will provide a theoretical and methodological approach towards
examining Dr. Still’s autobiography as an artifact itself. Previous work analyzing the
literary and historical aspects of Early Recollections and the Life of Dr. James Still was
completed as a master’s thesis (Lorenc 2013). While some of the main conclusions of the
thesis will be revisited in this section, I will focus specifically on the materiality of text,
tracing the way it moves through the site and its affective dimensions. By doing so, I
explore how the AHD is maintained and propagated via books, pamphlets, informational
signs and historic markers. In order to achieve this, I will first provide an overview of
documentary archaeology to trace the theoretical and methodological shifts that inform
my approach. Second, I will put documentary archaeology in conversation with African
American print culture studies in order to contextualize Dr. Still’s success story within
the broader genre of black uplift narratives occurring in the 19th century. Outlining a
critical documentary archaeology approach, I show how success narratives are selected
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and groomed, influencing the types of stories and subsequent moral dispositions we
inherit as “common sense”. By tracing which narratives are materialized via
informational signs, pamphlets, books, and other materialities at historic sites, I argue that
narrative and discourse become material, and therefore engrained into the built
environment, influencing public perceptions of the AHD (Smith 2006). It is in this
manner that meritocracy becomes engrained into the built environment. Archaeological
explorations therefore allow us to metaphorically excavate the idea of meritocracy out of
the built environment, analyzing how our subjectivities are shaped by mundane
materialities, what I call “meritocratic artifacts”.
Part One: Documentary Archaeology
What would an archaeological approach to documents look like if we treated print
culture as material culture? This section explores how materiality as a theoretical
framework can shift the way archaeologists engage historical sources from purely an
extractive practice of facts to one that accounts for the diverse way these sources shape
and constitute our sense of self and others in the present (Anderson 1991). Specifically, I
am exploring how print materiality becomes prosaic and central to the maintenance of
meritocratic hegemony through the perpetuation and normalization of “success stories”.
In exploring the concept of the archive in relationship to praxis, archaeologists at historic
sites can challenge processes of erasure and its intergenerational effect on collective
memory by working within the cultural capital ascribed to documentary evidence. Using
Laurent Olivier’s (2011) conceptualization of archaeological time and memory objects in
relationship to Daniel Miller’s (2005) “humility of things” and “the burden of selfcreation”, I will explore how print materiality dialectically constructs our historical
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subjectivities. These subjectivities are objectified into our built environment through the
creation and maintenance of certain narratives, acts of erasure, and commemoration,
creating a type of social archive that influences what is remembered and how.
I argue that the materiality of the archive creates a feedback loop that perpetuates
meritocratic subjectivities through the formation and promotion of success stories and the
myth of the individual (Dant 2005). These narratives become defensible and engrained in
collective memory due to the presence and absence of certain materials and perspectives
in the archive, specifically what can or cannot be said (Trouillot 1995). Archaeologists
are therefore distinctly positioned to challenge erasure by examining documents as
memory objects, pushing against the notion of the past as it was, towards the past as it is
constructed today (Joyce and Gillespie 2015). The chapter explores how archaeologists
can begin this work by shifting the way we engage with documents at historic sites from
viewing them as markers of the past to seeing them as objects that shape the present. I
will provide a brief example of this approach by examining how the autobiography of Dr.
James Still shapes historical subjectivities at his Historic Office and homestead in
Medford, NJ. Under such an approach, we can understand the very mechanisms that
produce and reproduce meritocratic thinking.
Since the mid-twentieth century, historical archaeology has increasingly been
utilized to explore the recent past, most specifically regions and populations effected by
the processes of European colonialism (Deetz 1996; Orser 2001, 2012; Paynter 2000a,
2000b). Utilizing a mixed methods approach, historical archaeologists have used various
lines of evidence including material culture, landscapes, documentary sources, and oral
histories to elucidate the past. Increasingly, archaeologists have turned their attention
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towards understanding various ways the discipline can engaged with memory work
(Jones 2007; Jones and Russell 2011; Mills and Walker 2008; Van Dyke 2011; Van Dyke
and Alcock 2003). Building off this tradition, the chapter examines how archaeologists
can broaden their understanding of materiality by analyzing ways in which collective
memory is inscribed in place, practice, and material culture (Basso 1996; Bender 1998;
Spector 1993). By subsuming place, practice, and material culture under the rubric of
“memory work”, historical archaeologists can interrogate the construction of the past in
the present, demonstrating how collective memory is part and parcel with broader site
materialities and performances of cultural narratives.
As such, the chapter explores the relationship between African American print
materiality, black nationalism, and collective memory in order to understand the
formation of the AHD at the Still site. By analyzing the materiality of print culture as
mnemonic devices that aid in the cultural transmission of memory, I will explore how the
print medium creates an imagined collectivity (Anderson 1991) through the broad
circulation of mnemonic device such as print literature (newspapers, pamphlets,
autobiographies, slave narratives, etc.) and representational media (photographs,
paintings, consumer products, etc.). I am specifically interested in how mnemonic
devices, in relationship to place and practice, shape particular subjectivities through the
transmission of collective memory. By interrogating representational tactics, motifs, and
cultural forms in print materials, I explore the temporal aspects of intergenerational
collective memory and how they perpetuate the common sense of meritocratic thinking
via success stories.
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While archaeologists generally concentrate on ceramics, glass, and other
utilitarian artifacts to explore day to day rituals, they often overlook the major role in
which documents play in the cultural transmission of memories. The very banality of
print materials allows for the perfect opportunity to explore how collective memory is
dynamic and activated by particular interactions with materiality (Gitelman 2014; Riles
2006). Such an approach broadens the way in which archaeologists have traditionally
examined documents (i.e. using textual sources to corroborate or dispute historical
narratives in relationship to artifacts recovered during excavations). By moving beyond a
purely extractive analysis of facts from texts towards understanding how print materiality
influences the way people interact with space (similar to Gibson’s (1966; 1979) notion of
affordances), I show how historic sites become places were the cultural transmission of
collective memory occurs through various performances (Taylor 2003), habits
(Connerton 1989), and materialities (Jones 2005).
By blending print culture studies with documentary archaeology practices, I will
use Diana Taylor’s (2003) notions of the archive and repertoire as a methodological
approach that can help archaeologists understand print materiality as not only a source of
information (the archive) but also as a performative, mnemonic technology that aids in
cultural transmission. I specifically concentrate on 19th century African American print
culture because of the proliferation of self-determined, African American text-mediated
mnemonic devices that occur during this time period (Brooks 2006; Butler 1990;
Morrison 1990). In 19th century African American print literature, texts became
mnemonic devices that transmitted cultural narratives, motifs, and forms, demonstrating
the way in which collective identities were imagined through the intersection of
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materiality and performativity. Under such tactics, notions of racial uplift, respectability
politics, and the “bootstrap myth” were able to take on widespread use.
Moving beyond the dichotomous relationship of history/memory and oral/text, I
extend Taylor’s (2003) concept of the scenario, towards understanding how collective
memory is transmitted through cultural narratives, motifs, and forms, specifically that of
uplift and respectability. This collective memory therefore shapes how stories are
interpreted and passed down through generations via verbal and material means, taking
on a mythic quality (Levinson 2012). By concentrating on this very process, we are able
to understand how the AHD is formed and maintained while providing a space for critical
reflection. We will now move towards an overview of collective memory followed by its
articulation with the archival turn as seen in documentary archaeology.
Collective Memory
Collective memory studies as field generally trace their roots back to the
influential work of Maurice Halbwachs. Halbwachs, a student of Emile Durkheim and
Marcel Mauss, situated individual memory within broader sociocultural processes. In
understanding individual memory as shaped by the cultural system it developed in,
Halbwachs bridges the theoretical insights of Henri Bergson (individual memory) and
Emile Durkheim (social regeneration) (Olick et al 2011, 16-17). As Olick et al state,
“memory, for Halbwachs, is first of all a matter of how minds work together in society,
how their operations are not simply mediated by social arrangements but are in fact
structured by them” (2011,18). While collective memory studies continued to persist in
the post-WWII generation, it was not until the late 1980’s/ early 1990’s that a “boom” in
memory studies would occur.
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The boom in memory studies was greatly influenced by the work of Pierre Nora
(1989) whose conceptualization of “lieux de memoire” (places of memory) examined the
divide between memory and history. Exploring the effects of modernity on “traditional”
memory practices, Nora sees the emergence of lieux de memoire as ways in which
populations partook in memory work within the cultural shift that occurred in postindustrial societies. Nora states that “there are sites of memory because we no longer
have real environments of memory” (1989, 7). While Nora can be critiqued for
romanticizing and objectifying “traditional”/ “primitive” memory practices as “real
memory”, his conceptualization of place, history, and heritage, has influenced scholars
examining the articulation of memory practices with the emergence and solidification of
anniversaries, commemorations, and ritual ceremonies. Scholars specifically interested
in the “invention of tradition” have analyzed the foundational role that lieux de memoire
have in creating an imagined collective identity (Anderson 1991; Hobsbawm and Ranger
1983). As Jones and Russell state, “in the “invention of tradition” literature social
memory is regarded as central to ethnic or national identity. Actively constructed by
political and cultural elites, it is seen as something that is inculcated within the social
group through monuments, memorials, museums, galleries, and the public rituals of the
state. All these things, it is argued, represent attempts to fix history, and provide a sense
of stability and permanence, particularly with respect to identity” (2012, 269).
It is within this broader imagining of lieux de memorie and invented tradition that
I wish to explore 19th century African American memory work. In History and Memory
in African American Culture (Fabre and O’Meally 1994), the contributors explore various
ways in which Nora’s concept of lieux de memoire intersects with African American
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cultural practices and the creation of collective identity. These writers analyzed the
dialogical relationship between history and memory as ways to reconsider “U.S. black
identity as part of a historical process involving dynamic inventions and communications
in books, art, and oral forms” (Fabre and O’Meally 1994, 8). Energized by the potential
for new theoretical insights, these authors pulled from the work of artists, dancers, and
poets in order to imagine the past in a manner that accounts for the dialogical relationship
between memory and history.
Perhaps the most influential author who explores the relationship between
memory and history is Toni Morrison. Morrison’s concept of “re-memory”, first
appearing in her work Beloved (2004), has influenced many scholars interested in
intergenerational transmissions of memory (Hirsch 2012; Tolia-Kelley 2004). Urging
writers to explore and challenge the silences found in early black print literature,
Morrison (1990) demonstrates how “the act of imagination is bound up with memory”.
These acts of imagination invent a new literary tradition that pushes the boundaries of
what is considered “fiction” and what is a plausible representation of the past. Central to
Morrison’s writing, is the formation of a collective identity that is rooted in the
intergenerational traumatic effects of slavery (Eyerman 2001). The displacement caused
by slavery resulted in the creation of a diasporic, collective identity that had distinct
material markers. Divya Tolia-Kelley (2004) explores this diasporic materiality through
her overview of Toni Morrison’s (1990) concept of re-memory in relationship to Paul
Gilroy’s (1993) work Black Atlantic. Tolia-Kelley examines how visual and material
cultures function as mechanisms of memory that situates diasporic groups socially and
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politically, stating that “lived environments harbor the precipitates of re-memory as they
figure as narratives of social heritage” (Tolia-Kelley 2004, 326).
Working off the idea of re-memory, a notion of embodied recollection and
reliving of the past, situates Tolia-Kelley’s work in broader discussions of embodiment,
memory, practice, and place within collective memory studies. Early exploration of
embodied forms of memory and performance occurred in the work of Paul Connerton
(1989). Connerton explores how social memory is conveyed and sustained through ritual
performances and bodily practices, in what he calls “habit memory”. Centering habit
memory within the social body, Connerton defines social groups on two levels, that of the
interpersonal (face-to-face interactions) and territorially extensive (similar to Benedict
Anderson’s notion of imagined community). Within this framework, Connerton explores
the transmission of social memory between generations and imagined collectivities
through ritual practices. For Connerton, ritual plays a fundamental role in the cultural
transmission of various ideologies, beliefs, and practices. The way we perceive things in
the present is therefore shaped by sociocultural processes that we have embodied through
various materiality (dress style, etiquette guides, ceramic patterns, table placements, etc.)
and bodily practices (gestures, language, dance, rituals, etc.) (Connerton 1989, 82).
Similar to Nora, Connerton explored how events like commemorative ceremonies
allow collective recollections to be reinscribed into cultural consciousness. Within
commemoration ceremonies, participants take part in a ritual were culturally inscribed
materiality and embodied performativity (structured by habit and bodily automatisms)
become the mechanism in which recollection of the past is conveyed and sustained.
Connerton argues that this occurs through the process of transference, most notably in
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creating an atemporal time and space were rituals occur with minimal variance. The
repetition of these ritual processes therefore leaves distinct material markers that denote
memory work. Habit memory is therefore a fruitful avenue for archaeologists to explore
the materiality and performativity of collective memory in the past as we are capable of
examining the traces and ruptures of artifacts (Joyce and Gillespie 2015).
An archaeological approach to collective memory and its various forms of
cultural transmission serves as a rich terrain towards theorizing and understanding how
documents and performance articulate together. As Mills and Walker state, “memory
studies have great potential for archaeology because of their diachronic focus on the
transmission and transformation of social practices. Although many social memory
studies use objects or other forms of material culture as illustrative, fewer explicitly
concentrate on how memory and material practices are interdependent features of social
life” (2008, 3-4). By putting documentary archaeology in conversation with print culture
studies, we can better understand how the materiality of documents allows archaeologists
to understand how collective memory is formed, maintained, and passed on to future
generations.
Archaeology and the Document
Historical archaeologists have utilized documentary sources since the inception of
the field to better make sense of the past (Beaudry 1988; Little 1992; Paynter 2000a;
Wilkie 2006). Traditionally, primary sources such as census data, probate records, wills,
deeds, historic maps, tax assessments, city directories, and newspapers were utilized to
contextualize archaeological sites. As Laura Wilkie states, “Archaeologists use
documents primarily in three ways: to identify the people who once lived at a particular
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site; to understand the social-cultural context in which the site was occupied, and to
understand the social meanings and lives of the objects they recover” (2006, 16). While
such traditional approaches to documents have helped archaeologists better contextualize
sites, the relationship between archaeology and documentary sources have been the main
source of disagreement between scholarly disciplines (Beaudry 1988; Little 1992). Often
questioning the necessity for excavating sites with a substantial documentary footprint,
arguments formed by historians call attention to the disciplinary divide in conceptualizing
what constitutes the archive and what sources are considered exemplars in studying the
past (Paynter 2000a).
In her edited volume Documentary Archaeology in the New World, Mary Beaudry
(1988) examines this tumultuous relationship between documents and archaeology.
Positioned within the broader debate of archaeology’s relationship to history (i.e. is
archaeology a handmaiden to history or a different field of inquiry entirely), Beaudry
stresses that archaeologists move beyond examining documents solely as contradictory or
corroborative sources. Instead, as Robert Paynter notes, archaeologist’s use of documents
“infringes on questions both of epistemology and the study of meaning” (2000a, 14).
A critical approach to documents is necessary in order to make sense of the
historical specificities and the way people engaged with their world on a multi-scalar
level. Paynter explores Mark Leone’s middle-range theory rebuttal to historians who do
not see the value or need to perform archaeology where substantial documentary
evidence exists. Paynter writes, “documents and objects are not really independent lines
of evidence; they are, after all, the results of people participating in the same cultural
practices. Nonetheless, they track very different moments of that process, subject to very
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different biases and social process” (2000a, 15). In framing documents and objects in
such a manner, archaeologists make the argument that people engage with the world
differently based on the medium they engage with (i.e. ceramic consumption vs literary
consumption). This is an essential defense behind the justification of archaeological
excavations.
Perhaps key to the division is more hinged on theoretical approaches to the past
rather than use of the archive. As Wilkie notes the “central aim is for our
[archaeologist’s] historical imagination to be guided by both our anthropological
perspective and our attention to materiality. These distinctive, archaeological
perspectives profoundly affect the kinds of documentary sources that archaeologists rely
upon” (2006, 16). Behind this approach and categorization of the archive, archaeologists
have developed a distinct approach to documentary evidence. Many archaeologists
grappling with documentary evidence realize the benefits of utilizing an intersectional
approach to various strands of evidence (Beaudry 1988; Little 1992; Paynter 2000a).
Additionally, Wilkie notes, “the archaeological, oral-historical, and documentary
records are distinct sources of evidence that have been shaped by varied circumstances of
creation and preservation. On a practical level, in integrating these materials we need to
consider these differences when using sources” (2006, 20). The question of the archive is
deeply interrogated by archaeologists due to the fragmentary nature of evidence at
archaeological sites, some of which are not tied to reliable census data. When discussing
the creation and maintained of certain narratives such as success stories and the myth of
meritocracy, it is therefore useful to interrogate how archaeologists conceive of concepts
such as historicism, the archive, and time more generally. How do archaeologists make
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sense of the evidence they recover and what does that tell us about the way we view
ourselves and others?
The Archival Turn: Materiality of the Archive
Key to understanding archaeological evidence is to reconceptualize the field’s
relationship to history. Specifically, how can archaeologists escape the looming specter
of historicism both within the discipline and in the public’s perception of the field?
Returning to our earlier conversation of Laurent Olivier and his book The Dark Abyss of
Time (2011), we see how archaeologists should conceptualize the discipline as memory
work, rather than historical. This distinction is important because Olivier urges us to
move away from trying to reconstruct the past as it was towards understanding the past as
we understand it today. In his articulation of archaeological time, Olivier examines how
the confluence of the past, present, and future (what Walter Benjamin calls “nowness”)
shapes our perception of what is recovered, preserved, and remembered. For Olivier,
artifacts are part of a social subconscious that remains dormant until they reemerge.
These objects exist and transform in the present, not in the past as we tend to classify and
understand them. He pushes us to examine artifacts as material traces of memory rather
than objects displaced in time. Within archaeological time, artifacts are material
manifestations of memory called memory objects. These memory objects constitute the
archive that shapes our collective subjectivities and memory. Such a framework pushes
archaeology from studying artifacts as objects that can reconstruct the past towards
understanding how these objects shape and construct our understanding of the past today.
Memory objects are therefore a useful concept to use in examining the materiality
of documents in that they push us to explore ideas of erasure and preservation of the
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archive in relation to “nowness”. Here I am pulling from Ann Stoler’s (2002) work on the
archive as “process” in order to examine how structural and symbolic violence is
normalized and embedded in the construction and maintenance of certain historical
narratives at the cost of excluding other ones. The selective grooming of the archive
therefore creates a historical record that substantiates those in power (Trouillot 1996).
The archive therefore becomes a hegemonic tool that perpetuates and substantiates
dominant ways of thinking. By controlling the archive, certain narratives become part and
parcel of the built environment, influencing how people come to normalize and relate to
“common sense” notions via everyday “tactics” (de Certeau 1987).
Returning to our earlier overview of materiality theory as outlined in Chapter 2, I
extend this approach to documents in order to explore how our normalized relationship
with objects can unknowingly perpetuate symbolic and structural violence (Galtung
1969; 1990). By this I specifically mean both the conscious and unconscious exclusion of
certain narratives, histories, individuals, events, or markers of commemoration. These
absences shape the archive and our perception of the past (Foucault 1972). Archaeology,
is therefore seen as a recovery of such lost narratives, often mimicking the process of
“reading against the grain” as denoted by Stoler (1992). By examining how we inherit the
archive and our subsequent cultural consciousness, we can begin to examine how our
relationship to available texts shape the way we form our meritocratic subjectivities.
Specifically, we need to engage how objectification in relationship to memory
objects allows for the white washing of public spaces and historic sites. In the selective
grooming of cultural narratives, a dominant way of thinking and seeing the world is
adopted into material markers of commemoration (Shackel 2001). Often these markers
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produce and reproduce the very inequalities they claim to triumph over due to a limited,
sanitized portrayal of an historical event or figure (here I am thinking of Martin Luther
King, Jr. and his legacy). Archaeologists can therefore better communicate and challenge
structural racism by exploring the processes of objectification that occurs in the creation
and maintenance of white public spaces (Hill 1998; Page and Thomas 1994; Paynter
2001).
In order to do this, we need to understand why people imbue cultural capital in
some forms of evidence versus other. How does the document come to play such an
important role and what meaning does it have at historic sites? Rather than critiquing the
preference of documents as evidence, we can work within the milieu at historic sites to
examine what documents tells us about collective memory and the consumption of
historical narratives. As Ann Stoler notes, our “task is less to distinguish fiction from fact
than to track the production and consumption of those ‘facts’ themselves” (2002, 91).
When exploring the materiality of documents through the processes of
objectification (specifically here I am returning to Daniel Miller’s notion of the “burden
of self-creation”) we can begin to understand how and why documents are meaningful to
people’s sense of self and understanding of others even if we know that their contents are
subjective and shaped by processes of power and intentionality. Due to the alienation
experienced under capitalist modes of production, the “burden of self-creation” puts the
impetus on the individual to create themselves in relationship to consumption practices.
Further to the point, if we take Nora’s conceptualization of lieux de memoire as another
dimension of alienation, it is important to examine what avenues people use to connect to
historic sites. Consumerism, in its many forms, allows consumption practices to be
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generative forms of meaning making. Tied to processes of objectification, our consumer
choices become an extension of our self (i.e. they mutually construct our social relations).
This process is essential to understanding how the cultural capital of documents becomes
engrained in white public spaces as the consumption of historical narratives generally
occurs through the materialization of print culture (whether historical markers, books, or
informational pamphlets).
By analyzing the consumption of print culture, I argue that the documents create
an imagined collectivity (Anderson 1991) through the broad circulation of print literature
(newspapers, pamphlets, autobiographies, slave narratives, etc.) and representational
media (photographs, paintings, consumer products, etc.) that both shape and structure the
built environment we live in. Print materials therefore functions as memory objects that
shape historical subjectivities through the transmission and maintenance of certain
collective memories. These memories function as part myth, reflecting back to us the idea
that meritocracy is real and achievable due to our surroundings and inheritance of various
cultural artifacts (Levinson 2012). By interrogating and excavating representational
tactics, motifs, and cultural forms in print materials, we pinpoint the mechanisms in
which meritocracy is normalized, while other alternatives are excluded or downplayed.
Through the materiality of the archive we are able to what is commemorated and how,
informing us in part how the AHD becomes solidified at historic sites. In this manner, we
are able to excavate meritocracy metaphorically from the social subconscious.
Archaeology as Metaphor: Excavating the Archive
The language of archaeology has permeated the collective conscious with terms
such as excavate and dig deeper being utilized by other disciplines to denote critical
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analysis. The way archaeologists view the construction of knowledge is central to the
wide use of such terminology. Tracing this disciplinary cross-grading, we can pinpoint
the archaeology of Troy, occurring in the late 1800s, as a pivotal moment that influenced
a generation of critical thinkers from the psychoanalysis of Freud (Thomas 2009), to
Heidegger’s notion of “clearing” (Edgeworth 2013), to Foucault’s “Archaeology of
Knowledge” (1972). Archaeological engagement with these critical theorists has mostly
been one way. However, in recent years, archaeologists have made strides towards
reclaiming archaeology as both metaphor and practice (González-Ruibal 2013; Olivier
2011). As Edgeworth notes, “Let us not suppose that we are just applying their theories
onto archaeology in unidirectional fashion. Archaeology itself, at least in providing
useful metaphors, has partly framed their ideas. The fact that these metaphors are there at
all, extending their influence into the furthest reaches of modernist thinking, should alert
us to the power of archaeology’s way of opening the world” (2013, 35).
Center to this opening of the world has been Foucault’s archaeology of
knowledge, specifically how it has influenced the “archival turn” (Foucault 1972).
Central to the process of epistemology is the useful metaphor of excavation, or as Ann
Stoler notes, “reading against the grain” (2009). This process recognizes the silencing of
particular pasts (Trouillot 1997) and the creation of AHDs (Smith 2006) that shape and
create what the archive holds. Applying archaeology as both craft and metaphor allows us
to engage with the act of excavation in contexts outside of typical “dirt archaeology”.
Stressing key concepts such stratigraphy, provenience, and provenance allow us to
dissect the creation and maintenance of the archive. To critically engage the archive, one
must dig deeper than what appears at the surface level, or as archaeologists would denote,
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“excavate”. For Edgeworth, the term excavation functions as both verb and noun. This
distinction reveals the nature of how sites are excavated by archaeologists, but also on
how the site itself acts upon the archaeologist through the archaeology of knowledge
(2013, 35). The extension of excavating a site to the archive as metaphor is key to
shifting documentary archaeological methods.
Central to the shift is recognizing the very materiality of documents, the spatial
arrangement of the archive, and the cataloging system itself. In “Documents: The
Artifacts of Modern Knowledge”, Annelise Riles and the contributors to the volume
explore how documents and human action are dialectically constructed. Lisa Gitelman, in
Paper Knowledge: toward a media history of documents, further examines the very
materiality of documents and human interaction, stating “One doesn’t so much read a
death certificate, it would seem, as perform calisthenics with one, holding it out and then
holding it close, flipping it one way and fingering it another“ (2014, ix). For Gitelman,
the particular nature of documents reveals the very materiality that acts upon the
individual. She writes,
“documents help define and are mutually defined by the know-show function,
since documenting is an epistemic practice: the kind of knowing that is all
wrapped up with showing and showing wrapped up with knowing. Documents are
epistemic objects; they are recognizable sites and subjects of interpretation across
the disciplines and beyond, evidential structures in the long human history of
clues. Closely related to the know-show function of documents is the work of no
show, since sometimes documents are documents merely by their dint of their
potential to show: they are flagged and filed away for the future, just in case”
(Gitelman 2014, 1-2).
While most examinations of documents focus on the discursive aspects, Gitelman
argues that we should not discount the relationship between the linguistic and material
meanings of documents. She argues that, “Any object can be a thing, but once it is
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framed as or entered into evidence- once it is mobilized- it becomes a document, an
instance proper to that genre” (Gitelman 2014, 3). Specifically, she explores how the
semiotic line that divides the two has become blurred due to the ubiquity of paper and
other media through which documents are substantiated through (Gitelman 2014, 3). As
she notes, “paper is a figure for all that is external to the mind- the world on paper- as
well as all that is proper to it, tabula rasa” (Gitelman 2014, 4). This conceptualization of
paper resonates with similar arguments made by Daniel Miller in his conceptualization of
materiality theory as understood through Hegel’s objectification. That is to say, that we
materialize our thoughts onto paper, which act back onto us, often reinforcing or
substantiating new ontologies. The relationship between the discursive and material
entwine in the form of the document, becoming so prosaic that we rarely interrogate our
interaction with it.
Document’s in their very banality, exemplify what Daniel Miller calls “the
humility of things” as discussed in Chapter 2. As Riles notes, there is a “pull of
documents” that researchers experience (2006, 8). She continues, “One way of thinking
about agency, temporality, and form collectively is to say that we are interested in how
documents themselves elicit particular kinds of responses” (Riles 2006, 22). This can be
extended to what Silverstein and Urban (1996) call the “entextualization process”, i.e. to
treat documents in terms of a “socially mediated textual performance in which there are
norms of interconnectedness between texts, their authors, and readers” (Kaplan 2002, 347
as quoted by Riles 2006, 23). As Axel notes, historical documents have been treated by
historical anthropologists “not as repositories of facts of the past but as complexly
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constituted instances of discourse that produce their objects as real, that is, as existing
prior to and outside of discourse” (Axel 2002, 14 as quoted by Riles 2006, 11).
Central to my approach to documentary archaeology is therefore recognizing how
the “humility of things” normalize our interactions with both discursive and material
elements at historic sites, and why one (discursive) overshadows the other (material). As
Gitelman notes, “Documents are important not because they are ubiquitous… but rather
because they are so evidently integral to the ways people think and live. The epistemic
power of the know-show function is indisputable, and the properties of documents matter
in all kinds of far-reaching ways” (2014, 4).
In the Bibliography and Sociology of Text, D.F. McKenzie (1999) discusses how
material forms of text influence the way a book is read, reproduced, and reread. Such a
perspective ties into a broader archaeological tradition that explores object biographies/
itineraries (Joyce 2016), tracing the way objects move through time and take on different
meanings. Concentrating on the materiality of the documents opens up new ways of
understanding the way texts operate at archaeological sites, specifically what is
preserved, erased, and commemorated, in addition to shaping how we frame the material
culture recovered from excavations. Buchli and Lucas note, “There is a sense in which
text can be both deficient and excessive with regard to material culture and, in either
sense, unbalanced. There is always an element that remains outside discourse,
unconstituted” (2001, 12). Using the term “absent present”, a concept that resonates with
critiques of the archive concerning subalternity (Foucault 1970; Trouillot; Stoler; Taylor)
Buchli and Lucas urge for the exploration of the non-discursive realms of the archive in
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order to perform an archaeology of knowledge (2001, 12). Such a perspective ties into the
broader conceptualization of the archive and repertoire as noted by Taylor (2005).
Such a shift requires moving archaeology as a discipline that studies the past to
one that engages with the contemporary (Buchli and Lucas 2001; Olivier 2011;
González-Ruibal 2013) specifically engaging sites as active and in process, rather than
stagnant and predetermined. Using Homi Bhaba’s (1994) concept of “stubborn chunks”
and Judith Butler’s (1993) conceptualization of “matter” (things that are brought into the
realm of discourse which are viable, as in ‘mattering’ and as a consequence of their social
worth, materialize” we can see the way in which texts take on a social life of their own
(Appardurai 1986). Buchli and Lucas argue that archaeology “can materialize the
material in the sense of making it matter” challenging processes of erasure and amnesia
(2001, 13). An archaeological approach to the archive therefore opens up spaces of
possibility by allowing the ruptures of cultural artifacts to be made known again. In the
act of recovery, an artifact lost in our social subconscious returns to the foreground,
challenging us to think about the present, past, and future in a different light.
Archaeology of the contemporary past can therefore add to the non-discursive
understanding of human experiences by focusing on the material culture subsumed by our
social consciousness. Specifically, we move away from “if these stones could talk” to
“non-discursive, inarticulate and otherwise unconstituted practices” (Buchli and Lucas
2001, 14).
When framed within broader conversations of archaeology as “memory work”
(Mills and Walker 2008), we can recognize the interplay between the archive, historical
subjectivities, and memory, allowing us to explore nuanced ways in which people come
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to interact and normalize their understanding of historical sites and narratives. I argue that
by disentangling the material and discursive elements of the AHD allows us to engage
with deeply seated ideologies such as American Exceptionalism and meritocracy often
found in commemorations and historical plaques. By analyzing the proliferation of print
culture that embodies and reproduces narratives of uplift and respectability, one can
materialize new subjectivities through the process of “reading against the grain” or
creating a material interference by propagating different texts at the site. For instance, if a
community center has a public library, adding “subversive literature” in addition to
hegemonic accounts can create a more holistic approach to a topic, allowing for diversity
of thought. The methodology and approach outlined above will now be used to explore
African American Print Culture and its relationship to AHD.
Part Two: A Brief Overview of Early African American Print Culture
In analyzing and utilizing early African American print culture, archaeologists are
better capable of understanding the tangible and intangible aspects of sites through a
mixed methods approach to documentary evidence and materiality. The influential work
Forgotten Readers: Recovering the Lost History of African American Literary Societies
by Elizabeth McHenry explores how early African American print culture was utilized to
create a black space within a culture that marginalized and disenfranchised people of
color. Specifically, McHenry “examines how literary societies have worked to promote
activism, to foster resistance, and to create citizens in black communities throughout the
United States” (2002, 19). Exploring notions of oral literacy (the practice of reading print
material to illiterate audiences) McHenry traces the vernacular tradition of African
American oral performance as a response and challenge to the marginalization
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perpetrated by the political and cultural systems of the United States of America (2002,
5-6). In conceptualizing literary societies as active spaces for disseminating knowledge,
teaching literacy skills, and consolidating a distinct black national identity, McHenry’s
text fundamentally shifts ways in which scholars can imagine the use of print literature
both as archive and repertoire (Taylor 2003).
In framing documentary evidence in such a manner, archaeologists are able to
conceptualize the historical specificities of early African American print culture. As
examined by Lara Langer Cohen and Jordan Alexander Stein in their edited volume
Early African American Print Culture, three key factors are essential in understanding the
historical specificity of African American literature and print culture studies (2012, 4-8).
First, they challenge the presumed universality of the print- capitalism thesis by
accounting how African American print culture revolves around social circulation.
Second, they challenge the black authorship thesis (i.e. the question of whether: a black
author wrote a piece, was heavily edited by a white editor, or was ghost written) by
exploring the relationship between “historical subject and rhetorical figures”. Third, they
explore the notion of originality by exploring the processes of reprinting and editing
within African American print culture, a process similar to intertextuality and citation
practices (Bakhtin 1981). These discussions position 19th century African American
literary practices in a broader, encompassing lens that accounts for the totality of
produced works, extending beyond the African American literature’s predominant
concentration and analysis of “slave narratives” in the 19th century. Archaeological
analysis of documents therefore must extend beyond public and official records (i.e.
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census data, wills, probate and tax records) to better encapsulate the broad circulation of
early African American print culture.
In conceptualizing print culture as an important aspect of daily African American
lives in the 19th century, archaeologists can glean how individuals and communities
engage with the world they are living with. This approach would work off Frances Smith
Foster’s views that African American print culture is “a primary tool in constructing
African America, in ensuring the protection and progress of the ‘race’ or the ‘nation’ not
only in defending themselves from libelous or ignorant attacks by other Americans but
even more for reconstructing individual and group definitions and for advocating
behaviors and philosophies that were positive and purposeful” (2005, 716). Use of print
culture in such a manner demonstrate the way in which “documents matter” and are
formed not only in relation to the past and present, but in regard to the future. Put in
conversation with McHenry (2002), an archaeological analysis of print culture can help
in tracing the shift from writing and production to reading, circulation, and reception.
This approach would better make sense of “literacy practices” and the intangible use of
space (oral literacy practices) otherwise muted in the archaeological record. In
understanding the intangible aspects of space, we can better pinpoint how collective
memory is transmitted through print materiality overtime.
Collective Memory and Print Materiality as Mnemonic Devices
A central question facing historical archaeology is why excavate if documentary
evidence is available? As Paynter notes, “objects are recursive, that ‘objects recycle
culture, returning it to the concrete and empirical world where it may be experienced,
learned, and changed” (2000a, 16). For Paynter, the ability of archaeologists to examine
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“objects in their contextual relations” allows one to understand the meaning of things in
the past. Engagement with material culture therefore exemplifies another avenue in which
humans interact with their world. Material culture analysis therefore allows
archaeologists to examine the individual in relationship to broader, global changes in
both material production, movement of goods, social relations, and identity formation.
Early analysis of print culture by archaeologists, such as Barbara Little’s
examination of printer types, explores notions of standardization within the framework of
capitalism and nation building (1992b). While Little does not explore Anderson’s notion
of print capitalism (i.e. the proliferation of mass-produced print material such as
newspapers that generate and reproduce a collective identity), the conversation occurring
in her article shows the broader relationship between material culture and the emergence
of imagined communities. Specifically, her analysis of printer types signifies a cultural
shift occurring at the time, with increased concentration being placed on community
formation. Archaeologists such as Gabriel Cooney (2014, 104) and Julian Thomas (2004,
104) have since integrated Anderson’s notion of print capitalism with the emergence of
standardized, mass produced material culture in order to contextualize broader, global
processes and their effects on the micro and macro levels.
Using Cohen and Stein’s nuanced analysis of Anderson’s print capitalism,
archaeologists can better understand micro and macro level processes of globalization by
exploring how African American use of print culture embraced “political movements,
racial ideologies, regional practices, and generic conventions” through a model that
forefronts social circulation (2012, 14). As Eyerman notes, “newspapers and the press
generally were a central medium of public conversation, as well as reflection, that would
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help constitute the new “imagined” black community, linking the local and national and
moderating the formation of a black public opinion” (2001, 30). By understanding the
role that print materiality played in the cultural transmission of various ideologies and
practices, archaeologists can better understand how place is essential in the formation and
regeneration of collective memories.
In order to properly theorize place in the context of collective memory, it is
essential to explore Joanna Brooks’ (2005) analysis of the black counterpublic. Working
off Nancy Fraser’s critique of Habermas’s conceptualization of the public sphere as
predominantly white space, Brooks postulates a black counterpublic (any black selfdetermined place such as a church, community center, barbershop, etc.) where power
dynamics shift from a white exclusionary space towards creating a self-determined black
public space. By viewing certain spaces as black counterpublics, archaeologists can better
understand the dynamic nature of space, materiality, and identity in African American
communities, transferring these notions to historic sites themselves. As demonstrated by
McHenry (2002) a deeper understanding of black counterpublics allows archaeologists to
conceptualize intangible uses of space not necessarily evidenced in the archaeological
record.
An analysis of 19th century African American print culture therefore allows
archaeologists to explore conversations of racial uplift, Black Nationalism (Bracey et al
1970), and black capitalism on both tangible and intangible levels. As Eyerman notes,
“how an event is remembered is intimately entwined with how it is represented. Here the
means and media of representation are crucial, for they bridge the gap between
individuals and between occurrence and its recollection. Social psychological studies
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provide grounds for a theory of generational cycles in the reconstruction of collective
memory and the role of the media in that process” (2001, 12). The permeation of
discussions concerning black nationalism, racial uplift, and black capitalism in
periodicals of the period therefore not only show how these conversations were discussed
through a print medium, but also how they were interpolated through material culture.
Such reciprocal engagement with materiality, moving from print culture to material
culture, opens new avenues for understanding the lives of African Americans in the 19th
century otherwise not represented in documentary evidence.
Specifically, an analysis of print culture as material culture shifts the way
archaeologists understand the role of text (cookbooks, letters, family bible,
autobiographies, slave narratives, works of fiction, poetry, friendship albums, etc.) and
other representative media (such as pictures, paintings, recordings, etc.) in everyday use
of space. In their overview of memory, archaeology, and oral history Sian Jones and
Lyne Russell explore various forms of material culture that serve as mnemonic devices
(2012, 270). Specifically moving beyond text-mediated forms of memory, Jones and
Russell explore how “memory props” such as “images, objects, oral histories, stories,
folklore, myths, events, and places” play a role in the formation of collective memory
(quoting Wertsch 2002 on 2012, 270). Such approaches mirror concepts such as
Morrison’s (1990) “re-memory” and Hirsch’s (2012) “post-memory”, exploring the
temporal distance between those who created an image and those who view it. Memory
props, therefore, become a way in which intergenerational transmission of collective
memory can occur beyond temporal and geographic limitations. Framing print culture in
regard to memory props allows us to explore how material culture is intertwined with
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processes of collective memory. Under such a theoretical framing, we can now move
towards understanding how an autobiographical text, specifically Dr. Still’s, plays a role
in influencing meritocratic subjectivities overtime.
Self-Representation and Collective Identity Formation
In recognizing the impact of material culture on memory and identity formation,
we move memory beyond a symbolic discourse (Radley 1990). As Eyerman notes,
“Radley’s point is that the way things are organized, whether the objects of routine every
day, like the furniture in a room or the more consciously organized objects in a museum,
also evokes memory and a “sense of the past”, whether this is articulated through
language or not …thus, while the arrangement of material artifacts may evoke a “sense of
the past” or of something else, what exactly this “sense” is requires articulation through
language.” (Eyerman 2001, 8-9). In this framework Eyerman and Radley explore how
memory and a sense of place and the past articulate through materiality. The arrangement
of material culture therefore creates a space for cultural transmission. The active
selection, display, and access to certain material culture (all acts of representation)
therefore influences the subjectivity of visitors and inhabitants of an area by creating a
space were mnemonic devices transmit and shape collective memories.
Central to the transmission of collective memories are the politics of selfrepresentation. As Eyerman notes “the abolitionist movement and the associated free
black press were important mediators and facilitators of this representation, something
which affected the mode of presentation” (2001, 13). As noted before, the proliferation of
black print literature, shifted imagined collective identities. Memory props, such as
photographs, played a distinctive role in transmitting collective memory. Perhaps the
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most influential thinker in early theories of African American photographs and cultural
transmission was Frederick Douglass. Douglass’s analysis of photography as a
representative construction that challenges and shapes future reflections on the past is
ripe for understanding collective memory and intergenerational transmission. As Wallace
and Smith note, photographs did
“much more than simply reflect in substance and shadow the wider social,
political, and material calculus of the Atlantic World. They conditioned a modern
way of seeing physically conveying the new visual code in their material
circulation between persons and places as if themselves in search of ideal form
and philosophy… the dialectical bearing of photographic vision on the wider
logic of nineteenth-century racial thought” (2012, 3).
For Douglass, the self-determination and representation of self as provided by
photography, challenged public perceptions of African Americans. The intergenerational
effects of viewing and examining these images creates a collective identity that
transcends linear temporal frameworks.
Laura Wexler (2012) further explores the intergenerational implications of
African American photography. Analyzing Douglass’s conceptualization and use of
photographs, Wexler extends Roland Barthes (1980) analysis of the photography (i.e.
analyzing the operator of the camera, the spectator of the photograph, and the spectrum
(or target of the image) towards understanding the “revenant, or one who returns from the
dead” (Wexler 2012, 19). For Wexler, the revenant emblematized Douglass’s belief that
“the formerly enslaved could reverse the social death that defined slavery with another
objectifying flash: this time creating a positive image of the social life of freedom and
proving that African American consciousness had been there all along (Wexler 2012, 1920). In this framework, the photograph serves as “an avatar of social progress”. The
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photograph therefore becomes a mnemonic technology that aids in the intergenerational
transmission of collective memory (Hirsch 2012; Renshaw 2010, 457-458).
Extending the approach taken to early African American photography to other
materiality, such as cookbooks, newspapers, family bibles, autobiographies, friendship
albums, slave narratives, pamphlets, and poetry, allows us to analyze how collective
memory is transmitted through everyday materials. Rosalyn Collings Eves work serves
as a great example of how oral traditions in conjunction with material cultural goods,
such as quilts, samplers, and recipe books, “represent alternative rhetorical options to
culturally sanctioned forms of memorialization” (2005, 280). Exploring cookbooks, Eves
examines the “secret life” of African American women, providing a counter narrative to
dominant cultural memory and stereotypes concerning women. Through analyzing the
process of recipe sharing, Eves argues that a vernacular and countercultural memory
flourishes in the absence of public memorials (2005, 282). Cookbooks, according to
Eves, function as “memory texts”, allowing the individual and collective to be
memorialized in a way that “invokes ‘memory beyond mind’, and to generate a sense of
collective memory that in turn shapes communal identity” (2005, 281).
Returning to Dr. Still’s autobiography, it is therefore evident that when taken as
an “ethnographic artifact” (Riles 2006, 1), it allows us to understand the formation and
commemoration of his historical narrative. Put into broader conversations concerning
African American autobiographies, we see Dr. Still utilizing his three months of
schooling and self-taught literacy as a reflection of broader African American narrative
practices that equate freedom to spiritual and intellectual rebirth (Smith 1987, 3). Still’s
description of how he became a doctor relates a story of him purchasing a book on a visit
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to Philadelphia from a botanist and how he began reading on his own. This intellectual
awakening pulls from a broader tradition of African American narratives that equated
literacy practices to liberation practices (as seen by the likes of Frederick Douglass,
David Walker, Richard Wright, Maya Angelou, and Malcolm X) (Smith 1987, 1-3).
Furthermore, the process of authorship gives writer authority otherwise denied to them
(Smith 1987, 2). This is why Still’s writing of an autobiography can be seen as a future
proofing of his legacy. Coupled with his purchasing of a Scott’s Atlas advertisement in
1876 (Pictured below), we a similar crafting of one’s future legacy that was shown by
Frederick Douglass via the photograph.

Figure 4.1 Picture of Historic Office and Homestead of Dr. James Still (From Scott’s
Atlas of 1876)
By putting down his own story, Still in part shifts the way he is remembered. In
such a manner, we should approach his autobiography “as process rather than genre”
where authors master their subject by imposing narrative order upon it (Smith 1987, 5).
Working off Smith’s approach to autobiography we see what she calls a “figurative
demerging of a text within the context of the conditions of its production” (1987, 5). In
order to understand the Dr. Still’s autobiography more holistically we must consider the
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social conditions he was writing under (i.e. perceptions of his readership shifting the way
he writes and what he includes in his account). Smith is therefore against ahistorical
readings of text, writing, “Thus to analyze the texts without reference to the broad context
in which they were written invites misreading and denies their relation to the conditions
and the sense of urgency that contributed to their very existence” (1987, 5-6).
Autobiography therefore “bears the imprint of the conditions under which it was
produced and articulates the author’s relation to culture” (Smith 1987, 7). As Smith
quotes Henry Louis Gates Jr., “For all sorts of complex reasons, the very act of writing
has been a “political” act for the black author.” (1987, 11) Calling a work an
autobiography “directs the reader’s attention to the narrator and to the act of telling”
(Smith 1987, 45). She continues stating, “the notion of autobiography assumes the
existence of a person who really lived and whose experiences provide at least, the
framework of the narrative he or she consigns to print.” Smith asks us to consider the
“ontological meaning of the act of telling”, the “particular purpose for telling his story”,
and the “interconnection between the life described and from through which it is
commemorated” (Smith 1987, 45). In this way, texts, such as autobiographies, should be
approached critically rather than accepted as dogmatic.
This is important especially concerning how Dr. Still’s autobiography becomes
the predominant way in which the AHD is created and maintained at the historic site.
When approaching autobiographies in a critical manner, we can see how success
narratives are constructed for a particular audience. By bringing attention to the
constructed nature of these narratives and the broader social pressures that shape them,
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we can critically approach the AHD at historic sites, offering new perspectives on how
and why these stories relate to the public.
Conclusion
Responding to Ruth Van Dyke’s call for archaeologists to “push the boundaries of
what we can know about bodily experiences, emotions, and meanings in the past”,
archaeologists seeking to study collective memory need to re-imagine memory (2011,
241). By moving beyond positivist frameworks and the tyranny of historicism towards an
analysis of scenarios that account for embodied and inscribed practices under modernity,
we can better understand how documents function on a pluri-temporal level. As Taylor
notes, “Scenarios, like other forms of transmission, allow commentators to historicize
specific practices… the notion of the scenario allows us to more fully recognize the many
ways in which the archive and the repertoire work to constitute and transmit social
knowledge” (Taylor 2003, 33). Re-positioning print materiality within archaeological
analysis of space and place, therefore allows us to conceptualize how artifacts generally
understood as individual consumer choices, can represent the material manifestations of
collective memory and imagined identities. In classifying print materiality and
representational media as mnemonic devices, we can better understand how quotidian
materials demonstrate the transmission of collective memories both in the past and for
future generations.
By exploring the movement of mnemonic materials archaeologists can explore
how collective memory is transmitted through material exchange. Is therefore important
to understand how space functions in relationship to these materials. Understanding how
print materials activate space (i.e. oral literacy practices seen in McHenry 2012) or
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deactivate it (the banality of texts sitting on a bookshelf waiting to be pulled and read)
creates a tension were cultural transmission can occur through engagement or
disengagement with mnemonic devices. It is through the tension between engaging or
disengaging mnemonic materials that print materiality encompasses a temporal aspect of
intergenerational cultural transmission and collective memory.
In this framework, print materiality is explored through temporal frameworks that
collapses the past, present, and future. Recollections of the past and attempts at capturing
the illusive present through material culture such as photographs, newspapers, and
autobiographies, becomes a way in which individuals can interrogate and shape future
engagements with the past (Hirsch 2012; Renshaw 2011; Wallace and Smith 2012;
Wexler 2012). By managing and shaping the archive, certain populations create a
repository of past images and representations that can be uncovered by future
generations. The folding of the past with the future creates and fosters a medium in which
collective memory is transmitted intergenerationally. The figurative excavation of
African American print materials therefore mediates the cultural transmission of countermemories that past generations were passing on to the future.
Viewing print materials as memory work allows one to analyze the materiality of
collective memory as it is reinscribed and embodied through the performance of self
through various mediums. Exploring ways in which cultural transmission occurs through
materiality, specifically in the form of written texts, allows us to imagine how print
culture mediates collective memory not only through the written word inscribed on paper
but in its very materiality. What may appear as an individual autobiographical
recollection therefore takes on broader social categorization by exploring the movement
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of texts through a community, the use of them in Victorian parlors, and its presences in
black counterpublics. As Eyerman notes, “with the cultural turn focusing on cognitive
framing, language, and the emphasis on language and inter-textuality, memory is located
not inside the heads of individual actors, but ‘rather within the discourse of people talking
together about the past.” (Radley 1990, 46 quoted by Eyerman 2001, 6). It is in the
creation of an archive, specifically in the self-determination of representations, that a
repository is created and activated by the repertoire of future generations. Through this
articulation, archaeologists are capable of exploring Taylor’s notion of scenario, moving
beyond the creation of historical narratives as the only means of interpreting and
conveying the past. We now move towards understanding how Dr. Still’s autobiography
moves through and around the site shaping the way visitors come to understand his story
via various print materialities.

190

CHAPTER 5
DR. JAMES STILL: A MERITOCRATIC READING
Harlem
“What happens to a dream deferred?
Does it dry up
Like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a sore
And then run?
Does it stink like rotten meat?
Or Crust and sugar over
Like a syrupy sweet?
Maybe it just sags
Like a heavy load.
Or does it explode?
-Langston Hughes
“For while it is true that ideologies move men, it is economics that feeds, clothes, and
shelters them. If ideologies are not understood in terms of economics, then these
ideologies are not understood at all.”
-Harold Cruse, Rebellion or Revolution
Introduction
This chapter therefore explores the creation and maintenance of the AHD at the
Still site (as seen in Chapter 3) via documentary archaeology and acts of commemoration
at the site. Analyzing how historic sites of famous, successful individuals ingrains
meritocracy into the public imagination, I provide a broader case study for the theoretical
approach outlined in Chapter 4. Specifically, I explore the AHD at the site and how it
materializes meritocracy in the public imagination. I treat his 1872 Early Recollections
and Life of Dr. Still as an artifact, exploring the ways in which his story is interpreted in
the present and how its influences people around the historic site. Using materiality
theory, I will explore how the story is packaged and disseminated to public, drawing from
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both ethnographic and documentary evidence, to demonstrate how the public interacts
with the Still story.
Part One: Analyzing Early Recollections: Documents as “Ethnographic Artifacts”
In order to operationalize the methodology outlined in Chapter 4, it is important
for archaeologists to use ethnography as a methodology towards gathering data
concerning how people interact with text at historic sites. A shift towards understanding
the materiality of historical narratives through “ethnographic response” is in call for
(Riles 2006). Riles defines ethnographic response as “part art and part technique, part
invention and part convention, part the ethnographer’s own work and part the effect of
allowing others to work upon the ethnographer. It is theoretically informed but not
theoretically determined” (2006, 5). Specifically, Riles is interested in the emergence of
“questions of reception and appreciation, as integral aspects of the ethnographic
enterprise, to be valued and worked on alongside questions of production and
representation” (2006, 5). Ethnographic archaeologies (Castenada and Matthews 2006)
are essential not only because, anthropologists produce documents that themselves are
“paradigmatic artifacts of ethnographic research” in conjunction with our own
exploration and use of documents in the archive (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991), but
because it allows us to pinpoint ways in which documents shape subjectivities.
As Riles notes, “documents are artifacts of modern knowledge practices, and, in
particular, knowledge practices that define ethnography itself…. to study documents,
then, is by definition also to study how ethnographers themselves know. The document
becomes at once an ethnographic object, an analytical category, and a methodological
orientation” (2006, 7). A similar analysis of the construction and use of text by
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anthropologists occurs in Galloway’s (2006) exploration of actor network theory (ANT)
as a means of tracing the way archaeologists interact with both text and artifact.
Using ANT, Galloway “construes both kinds of evidence, when assembled as
evidence, as archives or intentionally assembled bodies of material, since it is vital to
understand how the available collections of artifacts and documents were created and
curated in order to understand their potential for representing the past as well as for
sustaining complex relationships in the present (Derrida 1996; Taylor 1997)” (Galloway
2006, 44). Galloway examines the social life of texts and objects by understanding three
layers of meaning generation: 1) their creation, use, and deposition of the object or
document in its original context; 2) discovery, recovery, and deposition of the object or
document in the preserving context; and 3) the selection of the object or document from
the archive(s) by the archaeologists to create an interpretive context (Galloway 2006, 44).
Galloway describes how both object and text enter “the network of use and
deposition, by being recovered from a unique deposition context, and by undergoing the
process of archivization, artifacts and texts enter history and begin to accrue historical
value by their participation in these respective networks” (Galloway 2006, 52). The
preservation, valuing, and reprinting of Dr. Still’s autobiography therefore functions
within Latour’s (1987) notion of “immutable mobile”, that is, a widely distributed
representation that becomes metonymic. The autobiography takes on a life of its own,
with multiple interpretations surfacing from the people who read and engage with the
work. In this case, knowledge creation at the site is often framed through the
autobiography first, with Dr. Still’s words taking primacy in questions concerning the
past.
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In order to ground this approach, I will briefly explore how we can put this in
practice through a case study at the Historic Office and Homestead of Dr. James Still in
Medford, NJ. Due to a robust documentary footprint, print materiality plays a central role
to the production of historical narratives at the Still site (Lorenc 2013). Ranging from
census, probate, and deed records to newspaper articles, medical journals, wills, and an
autobiography, the current discourse at the historic site is strongly influenced by the
presence of historical documents. Perhaps the most frequently referenced source is the
1877 autobiography, which is purported by many members of the community as the
definitive understanding of who Dr. Still was. Due to the nature of the archive, the
preservation and survival of the book has become engrained in the social consciousness
at the site, becoming the arbiter of any discussion concerning historical interpretation.
The very banality and exceptionalism of this autobiography allows for the perfect
opportunity to explore how collective memory is dynamic and activated by particular
interactions with the materiality of the archive. By understanding how and why people
engage with the success story of Dr. Still, we can determine how much their historical
subjectivity is influenced by text in and around the site.
In order do this, we can heed Ann Stoler’s call towards an ethnographic
understanding of the archive rather than an extractive one. Urging scholars to move from
archive-as-source to archive-as-subject Stoler’s approach to documents begs us to
renegotiate how we examine text as scholars (2002, 87). An exploration of Dr. Still’s
autobiography therefore necessitates a nuanced approach to meaning making in relation
to the archive. Tying in research occurring in 19th century African American print culture
studies (McHenry 2002; Cohen and Stein 2014), the production and circulation of text

194

produced by, for, and with African American communities necessitates a multi-scalar
approach to the Still biography that accounts for transformations concerning how the text
was circulated and consumed. It is important to note how the work has become alienated
from its original production through subsequent mass reprintings of the book in the late
20th century. Through this alienation and contemporary consumption of the work, a
process of meaning making occurs that differs in relation to the original intentionality of
the source. This meaning making comes to resemble that of anthropological explorations
of myth, with the success story of Dr. Still representing a deeper cultural engagement
with the notions of meritocracy (Levinson 2012).
In locating processes of meaning making within the idea of “nowness” we can
understand how historical narratives are formed within the confluence of the past,
present, and future and what this means in relation to discourse and power at sites.
Through consumption, our engagement with text is often seen as a product of the past
rather than something that is constructed in the present. In viewing documents solely as
representations of the past, we miss points of analysis that can help explain the creation
of certain historical narratives and why people come to relate to them.
Authorized Moral Economies: Heritage Discourse and Meritocracy
How to we being to dissect this historical narrative? What strands of evidence do
we have? What can we learn from public engagement with the site? In this section I will
provide a cross analysis of informational signs, memes, and interviews to demonstrate
how the public engages with the broader success narrative of Dr. Still. Emphasizing
thrift, self-reliance, perseverance, and hard work, the Dr. Still story focuses on the
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achievements of his successes despite tremendous obstacles, a notion that all my
interviewees recognized as being central to the story.
How is this common sense formed? When visiting the site, one is immediately
attracted to the large informational sign that reads:
The Home and Office of Dr. James Still (1812-1882)
James Still, the son of formerly enslaved parents, Charity and Levin, was born
and raised in nearby Indian Mills. As an adult, he called Medford “home,”
eventually building a large Second Empire Victorian styled house with all
available luxuries on this site in 1869 and residing here with his wife and family
until his death in 1882. He overcame the challenges of little formal education,
poverty and social expectations to earn respect and success as an herbalist with a
large, diverse clientele. He became known as “Dr. Still” and prospered through
strength of character, intelligence, hard work, thrift and saving, giving credit to
“Providence”. Upon his death, he received recognition as one of the wealthiest
men in Burlington County.
Dr. Still took great pride in his home and office, built in 1855, writing in his 1877
autobiography:
“I built an office eighteen feet front and forty feet back, one story high, with
basement of the same dimensions. Three rooms were on the ground floor, and
three in the basement. Two of the basement rooms were provided with fireplaces
for boilers to make syrups, and the front room in the basement was intended for a
cooling-room. Of the three above, the first was for a drug and medicine
department, the second or middle room for a reception-room for patients, and the
back room for keeping all or any crude medicine. This made me a very
convenient place for my business, although the doctors and others laughed at it,
thinking I would soon run my practice, office, and all into the ground. It endured
the storms, however, pretty well, and I had no fault to find or reason to complain.
. .I had a good horse, too”
New owners demolished the original Still house in 1932. The State of New Jersey
purchased the properties at 209-211 Church Road in 2006 to create the Dr. James
Still Historic Site & Education Center. At the time, Dr. Still’s property was the
first and only African American heritage property purchased by the State of New
Jersey. The State of New Jersey and Medford Historical Society share oversight
for the development of the properties.
More information is available at www.medfordhistory.org or
https://www.faceboook.com/drjamesstill.
This sign is a gift of Questers, Cranberry Boggers, Chapter 586, Medford, NJ
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In this sign, we have repeated the uplift narrative that is most associated with Dr. Still.
Specific concentration is placed on his own tutelage, hard work, and thrift, resulting in
the material gains of his Victorian house and successful practice. This is once again
repeated at the Still Park marker in Medford, NJ. At Still Park, formerly Cranberry Park
until it was renamed by the town of Medford on November 17,2018, a marker depicting
Still’s image quotes, “The only road to wealth and happiness is perseverance and
frugality.” On its back, the following narrative is written:
“Dr. James Still (1812-1882). A renowned herbalist healer. A prominent African
American entrepreneur and land owner is Medford, NJ. He was the son of two
former enslaved Africans Levin and Charity Still of Shamong, NJ and brother to
the historic figure William Still “The Father of the Underground Railroad.” Dr.
Still Lived at the “Cross Roads” in Medford. He was friends and physician to
many historic families of Medford such as the Haines, Wilkins, Sooy,
Hollingshead and Thorns families. He prospered through his own industry and
gave much credit to providence. This monument is dedicated by the Dr. Still
Education Center and the Medford Historic Society.”
Mentioned in both the Still Park marker and the historic site informational sign is Dr.
Still’s connection to the broader community. There is an emphasis on how Dr. Still was
part and parcel of a larger Medford community, not only serving them through his
practice, but also engaging them as neighbors. This part is essential to discern. Part of this
positioning is to create an idea of racial harmony between African Americans and the
predominantly white community of Medford. This can be read in many ways, 1) as an
attempt to appease “white guilt” for past racial exclusions that Still discussed at length in
his book, 2) to demonstrate and highlight Still’s worth and centrality to Medford’s
history, and/or 3) account for the interlinkages of success. It is this last idea that I wish to
expand on more specifically.
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A closer reading of Dr. Still’s autobiography shows a detailed recounting of all
the opportunities and people that allowed for his hard work and perseverance to thrive.
By laying bare the social network necessary to support his own successes, Still provides a
template for tempering meritocracy’s over emphasis on hard work and talent. He writes
in his autobiography,
“Human beings, like plants, thrive best by being cultivated. It is easily conceived
what a vast amount of good may be done by the association of good friends. The
mind is strengthened, gloomy fears are dispelled, the faculties enlightened, and
troubles calmed. Of all these social gifts I have been deprived. Men stand on their
merits and rise and fall among their fellows by the linkings and attritions of social
life. The best wick in the best lamp without oil gives but a feeble light, and that of
short duration. The vine of the forest that has no support is compelled to trail on
the ground, subject to being trampled upon; and why does it not climb?” (1877,
130-131).
Such emphasis on the social runs contrary to popular beliefs of the American
Success myth and its emphasis on rugged individualism. What we see rather is an honest
recollection of past events, people, and opportunities that allowed for Dr. Still to strive.
As with any person, Dr. Still holds contradictory viewpoints that both espouse the need
for the social, but also demonizes the individual for being lazy (Lorenc 2013). Here we
return to the mythical quality of the success narrative, how it is always formed at the
opposition of social factors meeting individual ones, with one person making their own
way through hardship via a mixture of both.1

Using digital ethnography, one is able to see how selective quotes from his
autobiography, pulled by members of the community, demonstrates some of the
takeaway points of the Still story, specifically the making of one’s own way in face of
opposition. For instance, a sampling of meme’s and quotes floating around the Dr. Still
Education Center Facebook page:
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- “Men stand on their merits and rise and fall among their fellows by the linkings
and attritions of social life.”
- “The laws of nature are justly executed. The rich, the poor, the learned, the
unlearned, the king who rules a nation, or the beggar upon the wayside, all meet
on the common level of humanity at the grave.”
- “We are apt to found our beliefs on the many beliefs of others which look to us
so plausible. We adapt these things to our notions without just consideration,
which envelops us in the most pitiable mental darkness.”
- “Human beings, like plants thrive best by being cultivated.”
- “I believed that merit was superior to birth, or even to the color of a man’s skin,
and I am satisfied that nature taught me the truest philosophy.”
These quotes are turned into memes and disseminated, demonstrating a deep respect and
connection with the Dr. Still’s philosophical insights by those who follow the Facebook
page. This leaves us with the main crux of our analysis, why does Dr. Still’s story
resonate with the public?
Part Two: Why Does Still’s Story Resonate with the Public?
The story of Dr. Still has a magnetic pull for many of its visitors. When
discussing some of the reasons why the story resonates with the public, interviews
demonstrated that Dr. Still’s perseverance, hard work, talent, and successes were
laudable. For the public, the uplift narrative of Dr. Still resonates with characteristics that
people have an affinity with. As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the moral economy of
meritocracy shifts our perceptions of hard work and entitlement. To see the success story
of the Dr. Still celebrated and commemorated, affirms these ideas and by extension, a
deeper part of ourselves. The public simultaneously celebrates Dr. Still and his
achievements while ingraining the possibility of pulling oneself up by their bootstrap.
This is further compounded by the tremendous obstacles faced by Dr. Still.
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When probing my interviewees to reflect on their engagement with the Dr. Still
story, I asked the following questions and received the following responses:
•

What do you find most interesting about his story and why?
F.F.: “His story is indeed an intriguing one. Although he faced many obstacles
because of the time in which lived, he remained undaunted by them and made the
most of his potential. This potential involved serving others and the community at
large.”
A.E.: “I find it interesting that Dr. Still and his family were an important part of
the history of Medford, yet his story gets very little attention in Medford.”
H.P.: “Dr. James Still’s story, as related vividly in his autobiography, is an
inspirational saga of how a disadvantaged young black man in the 19th century
was able to improve his lot in life and become a healer and pillar of his Burlington
County community.”
J.F.: “I find it most interesting that Dr. James Still was so knowledgeable about
various natural herbal remedies and that he was renowned in the Philadelphia area
and beyond for this knowledge.”
C.B.: “Two things really. First the drive he had to push past the obstacles that
were in his path to accomplish his dreams. Second is the ability to retain so much
knowledge and then be able to implement it to help so many.”

•

Do you think it is important to celebrate and remember Dr. Still? Why?
F.F.: “It is important to remember Dr. Still as a man who was in touch with his
humanity. He teaches us two important lessons; those of fulfilling our potential as
human beings and persevering in the face of great odds.”
A.E.: “I think it is important to celebrate Dr. Still because he seemed to
successfully embrace non-traditional medical practices, or a more Eastern type of
medicine that was not common for his time.”
H.P.: “Dr Still was, and remains, a role model for both his descendants and others
of all races. His home and office site is the first African American historic site
preserved by New Jersey.”
J.F.: “Yes I do. People need to know about his accomplishments and his work. It
is important to preserve the site, his work and his contributions to mankind.”
C.B.: “Putting race aside for a second, I believe stories of people like Dr. Still’s
should be shared as an inspiration to others and to celebrate the human spirit.

200

Adding the race back into it makes his story even more inspirational and can help
inspire on a whole new level. We are in desperate need of role models in this
society. Let me rephrase that. We are in desperate need of strong, intelligent,
compassionate, and moral role models that we are in severe shortage of these
days.”
•

How would you like future generations to remember him? Why?
F.F: “I believe that Dr. Still should be remembered by future generations as a man
who, despite the social conditions of his time, refused to accept social injustice in
pursuing his dream: that of becoming a doctor in order to help others.”
A.E.: “I would like to think future generations would remember Dr. Still as a
visionary in the medical field, seeing beyond traditional healing techniques and
not afraid to practice his own style of medicine.”
H.P.: “Dr. James Still should be remembered for his good example of a self-made
successful man, and for his advice to young men and women (mainly Chapter XI
in his autobiography)”
J.F.: “I would like others to remember him as someone who had knowledge and
wanted to use this knowledge to help and treat others.”
C.B.: “I would like people to learn and remember him as the self-starter, hardworking, never give up, never stop learning, compassionate person that he was.
We need these role models now more than ever in our society.”
All my interviews demonstrated that the public viewed Dr. Still’s story as a

morality tale in which hard work and perseverance is all that was necessary to succeed.
For instance, when discussing contemporary obstacles, many participants view education
and socioeconomic factors as real barriers to achieving success. However, they do not
believe that these barriers are permanent impediments, but rather that they only make it
more difficult for people to succeed. The goal or idea of making it is never questioned as
a possibility. It is assumed that the success is obtainable if you work hard and persevere.
This leads to a moment in my interviews were participants are aware of the real
difficulties facing others. Interviews demonstrate that participants do not think that
opportunities are the same for everyone, which has real effects on their social standing.

201

However, such insights do not translate into possible solutions for addressing systemic
issues. Instead, the awareness of systemic issues is addressed by meritocratic solutions of
working harder in the face of obstacles. In this catch 22, meritocracy becomes a framing
tool for understanding opportunity, with the very logic it espouses as the solution and
cause of inequality.
For Sam Still, the idea of hard work is essential to achieving any modicum of
success. However, for him it is more about working smart and making opportunities for
yourself rather than waiting for one to come to you. He says, “know the game and play
the game accordingly”. He is disappointed about other black people who are down on
their luck, blaming the “white man”, while they themselves have not done anything to
improve their condition. While he recognizes structural and systemic issues, he sees them
as an opportunity. For him these are kind of blessings in disguise. Having the ability to
know exactly how a situation may play out or what prejudices you might be up against,
gives you the opportunity to make your own luck. Part of these viewpoints are due to the
experiences Sam had as a child.
Growing up in Moorestown, NJ on “the other side of the railroad”, Sam discussed
how his sister was diagnosed with MS and his mom would suffer from diabetic comas,
while his father would work to make ends meet. As a 10-year-old he took on the health
care responsibilities for his sister and mother, taking on a newspaper route to make
money for things he may needed (such as glasses). Coupled with a traditional father
figure who instilled this hard work ethic, Sam embraced this notion seeing the fruits of
his efforts as an indicator of its worth. Sitting around and complaining about an unfair
system was not option for anyone in the family.
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Here is the emphasis that I wish to make. Meritocracy as a moral economy has an
affective dimension based in the struggle. For a black middle class, one does not have the
opportunity to sit back and complain because the next bill is around the corner. The
struggle, the hustle, and the reward all articulate with each to create the reward and
incentive system of meritocracy as discussed by Artz and Murphy (2000). However, it
simultaneously prevents any counter-hegemonic activity. To be lower middle class (a
precarious classification and existence) means to always be on the edge of failure. The
idea of making ends meet evokes this precarity, for the ends never actual solidify, they
are always briefly touching, only to be separated again. This creates a particular
subjectivity of frustration coupled with pride. You are frustrated because no matter how
hard you work you are only getting by, but at the same time you are proud of your effort,
knowing that your work has led to your position in life. The affective dimension of pride
and frustration centers middle class engagement with the idea of meritocracy.
Ultimately this is what undergirds the frustration with welfare and affirmative
action. The idea of entitlement to one’s fruits of labor being either “handed out” or “given
away” to someone not based on merit creates a visceral reaction. Someone’s tax dollars
(viewed as rightfully earned income) being used on someone else who may or may not be
gaming the system attacks the core affective dimensions of meritocracy. The moral
economy of meritocracy (based on this notion of entitlement to hard work and the
opportunities it creates) is under attack in these instances, at least in the way they are
portrayed by the media. For instance, Sam is fully aware why these institutions are in
place, but wishes that there would be more accountability to them from his own personal
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experience of working and being a tax payer but also being surrounded by people he
knows are gaming the system.
Echoing the words of Richard Longoria (2008), I think it is essential to frame any
debate about redistribution in the United States within meritocratic terms. For instance,
Longoria argues that if you want people to support tax reform that actually effects
inequality, one has to differentiate between which taxes and on who. For him, the way to
argue for effective tax reform would be to propose lowering earned income tax (think
everyday workers) while raising unearned income tax (think capital gains, stocks, large
estate inheritances). Such a formulation would account for the affective dimensions of
meritocracy that forefront effort and reward while targeting unearned income.
On Hope and Aspiration
Many of my participants evoke the idea of perseverance and hard work. This is
always in relation to an intended goal. Implicit in this relationship are both hope and
aspiration as people are working in order to achieve a better life (Fischer 2015b). The
equation of talent + effort= merit, resembles the on the ground hustle equation of
perseverance and aspiration=hope. Without the hustle, one is left with feelings of
emptiness. Chris, a participant in his 40s reflecting on his life experiences recounts,
“Well I would say my early adoption of a good work ethic. This has been a mixed
blessing in my life. It has made me an effective worker, but it has also help spur
the notion that I can do anything I choose to do. This has on many occasions led
to me having ambitions that inevitably led me to much of the frustrations I’ve
endured in life as well as some victories. Having loving family members that did
their best to raise me right. Having kids of my own and trying to expand their
horizons as well as prepare them to be self-reliant to better handle their futures
has helped me grow immensely.”
Part of the reason Still’s story resonates so much with the public is because of the
dire straits he was in and the great strides he made to improve his lot in life via his own
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entrepreneurship. As Carla Freeman writes, “Entrepreneurialism denotes action and
imagination, an ongoing process of envisioning and becoming, as opposed to a given
position, status, or state of being that is achieved and established through economic
means alone” (Freeman 2014:2). This ties to a broader meritocratic subjectivity,
specifically how one comes to see themselves addressed as always in the process of
becoming/ achieving something else. Still’s autobiography puts these notions into a
narrative from that not only relates the way he came to see himself but also the way the
he wanted the public to see him. This dialectical nature of the autobiography shapes the
contemporary historical narratives created and articulate about Dr. Still, so much so to the
point that discussions at the site rarely mention his wife or other children.
On the American Dream
Throughout my formal interviews the idea of the American Dream undergirded
the responses from my informants. Both Carol Douglass and Samuel Still, although not
using the terminology of “American Dream”, they discussed the fundamental aspects of it
through their views on hard work, opportunity, and success. When asked if they believe
that the Dr. James Still story is representative of the American Dream, both did not
hesitate and said yes. Informal interviews and surveys displayed similar patterns leading
me to believe that while we do not necessarily speak of the American Dream, we have
embodied its basic tenants of hard work, opportunity, mobility, and success. One of my
interviewees Alma, goes as far as to say “He is the archetype of the American Dream. He
has all the attributes of what it means to be American”.
While conceptions of these tenants may differ between people (such as Samuel
Still denotes) the intertwining of these ideals with our subjectivity frames the way we
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view success stories regardless of our use of the term “American Dream”. Due to the
geographic context of the field site, I argue that it is important not to disentangle the
“American Dream” from our discussion of meritocracy, exploring rather, when and how
it appears at the site. When analyzing how interviewees see the American Dream in
relation to the Dr. Still story, I asked the following questions:
•

How do you define the “American Dream”?
F.F.: “I define the “American Dream” as the ability to better one’s situation and
socioeconomic status through hard work.”
A.E.: “My "American Dream" is being happy and healthy. The students at my
school are mostly 1st generation immigrants and they see it very differently. I
have come to believe that it can be many different things to many different people
and that is fine.”
H.P.: “My uncle in Austria once said that America was “das Land der
unbegrenzten Möglichkeiten”- the land of unlimited opportunities. The American
Dream is to take advantage of those opportunities to advance oneself and one’s
family, and indirectly (and hopefully) all of America.”
J.F.: “The American Dream is the ability to have access and opportunity for
education so that one can be a productive member of society. It means being able
to pursue a job, career or vocation that allows you to use your gifts and talents to
serve others and, in the process, make you feel fulfilled. For some, this would
allow the pursuit of a home, family, and other material possessions.”
C.B.: “I’m not really sure how to answer this question. The “American Dream”
seems to have changed over the years and now, in my opinion, seems to be more
of a tool by corporations and agencies to guide a populous increasingly void of
free thought in the direction they want. Be an obedient worker and buy more,
lease more, and borrow more and you will eventually achieve “The American
Dream”. If I believed in an American Dream, I guess I would describe it as
freedom to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness without persecution.
Pursuing a life and dreams without doing harm to others.”

•

Do you believe in the American Dream? Why or why not?
F.F.: “This is a complex question. In terms of my own family, I would have to say
“yes.” My father was one of thirteen children born to Irish immigrants. And
although he grew up in poverty, through hard work and the educational
opportunities with which he was provided, he was able to raise himself to
eventually become one of the highest-ranking executives in Mobil Oil
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Corporation before retiring in relative affluence. However, the “American
Dream” is not available to all. In Trump’s America many groups are denied this
opportunity because of their race or ethnicity.”
A.E.: “Absolutely! I have watched many people achieve that dream, myself
included.”
H.P.: “Yes, because my family and I, as immigrants to this country, were able to
live it. But today, the growing inequality of wealth and resurgence of racism in
America is a hinderance to some members of our population from reaching that
Dream for themselves.”
J.F.: “Yes, but I believe that it is not always easy for everyone because of the lack
of equal access to education.”
C.B.: “As I alluded to above, I don’t believe in what is being represented as the
American Dream now a days. We are programmed by public education and the
media to believe this is the land of the free and you can be whoever you want to
be and can do whatever you aspire to do as long as it is what your told to do.
Deviate from that course and directly or indirectly you end up looking at the
wrong end of a barrel. I realize I sound rather dramatic here, but we seem to have
turned into a society that has sold off our liberties to masters in exchange for no
longer having to think.”
•

Is it fair to say that Dr. Still achieved the American Dream? If so, why?
F.F.: “I would have to say that he did. He was the child of runaway slaves who
through hard work and education was able to achieve financial independence.
A.E.: “I think it is fair to say Dr. Still achieved the American Dream due to hard
work and perseverance.”
H.P.: “Yes, since he was able to overcome some of the racism of his time and
advance himself and his family to prominent positions locally.”
J.F.: “Yes it is fair to say he did achieved the American Dream because he was
able to use his passion to educate himself and this in turn, allowed him to raise
himself up from his station at birth in order help others through his knowledge of
medicine and medicinal herbs.
C.B.: “I believe (without having read his memoirs) that his achievements far
exceeded most people especially for someone of color during that time. Having a
professional title and owning a vast amount of land seems to show in a material
and social sense that he had achieved the American dream. As a free man and a
free-thinking man, I believe he had accomplished his dreams to continue to learn
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and help his fellow man on a daily basis. How many of us can truly say that
about ourselves?”
The American Dream is therefore essential to how we view and frame Dr. Still’s story.
As the majority of my interviewees noted, the notion of hard work, perseverance, and
talent being rewarded should merit admiration by the public. Still’s story becomes a
morality tale that takes on the notion of myth as explored by Levinson (2012). Under
such a myth, we see in Dr. Still’s story a reflection of our own hopes and desires, the
possibility of achievement against all odds. This is why success stories are so powerful.
They engender in us the very hopes and aspirations that we come to expect from a
broader moral economy while demonstrating their material obtainability (as discussed in
Chapter 1). The very real, tangible aspects of this success story undergird the formation
of the AHD and its acceptance by the larger population. The successful remembrance of
Still’s legacy is due to processes of collective memory and the materiality of his extant
medical office and reprints of his autobiography. Coupled with intensive on the ground
efforts of the Dr. James Still Historic Office and Education Center, the continuous oral
history of his descendant community, and local folklore, we have a social space that
ensures that Dr. Still and his tremendous achievement will not be forgotten.
Interrogating the AHD
Part of the broader goal of this dissertation was to approach the AHD with a
critical eye, not to dismiss the success story of Dr. Still, but to understand what it can tell
us about our relationship to meritocracy more broadly. When asking interviewees to
reflect on the Dr. Still story critically, I ask the following questions:
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•

What challenges did Dr. Still face? What opportunities did he have? Do
people today have similar challenges and opportunities? Explain how they
are different and/or similar.
F.F.: “As a black man living in 19th Century America he faced obvious
challenges. His opportunities were few. However, he made the most of these
opportunities. Unfortunately, we have not come very far as a society. Many of the
same challenges that existed at that time still exist today. Despite some of the
advances made during the civil rights movement of the 1960s racism has not gone
away. A clear illustration of this are the racist policies of the Trump
Administration.”
H.P.: “James Still faced the disadvantages of being a black and uneducated man
in pre-Civil War America. He was aided by the example of his parents’ hard
work, and in buying their way out (his father) or escaping from (his mother)
slavery, and by his own ambition. Today we don’t have slavery anymore in the
USA and we have a functioning social welfare system, but wealth inequality and
latent racism still help perpetuate disadvantages in education and jobs for some
Americans and migrants to America.
J.F.: “I believe that Dr. Still probably faced the challenge that he did not have a
formal education and had primarily been self- taught. What opportunities did he
have? The opportunity of having family support and a Philadelphia market that
was in need of the remedies he offered. Do people today have similar challenges
and opportunities? I would say there are similar opportunities- look at Steve Jobs,
for example. He lacked a formal education but was able to surround himself with
support. Explain how they are different and/or how are they are similar. The
differences, I would say, are that there is more need today for a formal education
or technical training as in the time of Dr. Still. “
C.B.: “Dr. Still faced many challenges especially early on. Being a young man of
color and son to former slaves, the opportunities afforded to many were not just
given to him. He did however receive some education as a child and owned a few
textbooks. His desire to learn continued to show in later years as he went to work
as an indentured servant where he read all about medicine and plants. He
continued educating himself into adulthood by reading and talking with others. In
today’s society many are still suffering from financial issues. That being said, I
truly believe that true education has never been more available to the masses.
With the invent and growth of the internet, there has never been a time in history
when so much knowledge was available to the masses. To be ignorant is a choice
today.”
A.J. “Obstacles are more subtle today.” (in reference to structural racism)
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In these responses we see the recognition of obstacles and difficulties faced by Dr. Still
with an acknowledgment that there are still obstacles today. These obstacles have
transformed though and are more subtle, with nods towards the lack of access to
education and training as being impediments. Simultaneously, there is a recognition that
the times have changed, and the nature of opportunity has shifted with it. This is a key
understanding to the transformation of possibility as understood in a meritocratic
subjectivity. As mentioned by Sam and Carol, although these impediments are present,
one can work through discrimination and racism by engaging in processes of
professionalization and entrepreneurship. This solution is part and parcel of a meritocratic
outlook (i.e. our discussion in chapter 1).

•

Tracing this train of thought, I further probed interviewees asking:
Can someone use the Dr. Still story as a justification for inequality (i.e. he
worked hard and became successful, you have no excuse)? Why or why not?
My interviewees answered:
F.F.: “Inequality on any level is never justified. Just because Dr. Still overcame
adversity and “beat the odds” does not excuse the barrier to success which racism
presents.”
A.E.: “Hard work alone does not guarantee people success; every circumstance is
unique, and I think people sometimes mistake excuses for frustrations. Until you
have walked in someone else's shoes you cannot understand the full extent of their
circumstances.”
H.P.: “On the surface, they can. But for every success story like Dr. Still’s, there
are many others who, because of gender, race, health and physical limitations like
handicaps or intelligence, were and still are not able to fulfill their American
Dream.”
J.F.: “Yes and no. There will always be people who are able to overcome
insurmountable odds and be successful, but with the technology we have today
and the computer access, if you do not have these things it will be very difficult to
have a level playing field of any kind. This is the reason why I think it is different
now than in Dr. Still’s time period.”
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C.B.: “I can see some people using this as a case for inequality. Afterall, in Dr.
Still’s story, the man made the opportunity not the other way around. There will
always be those that have the drive to create their own paths and success. There
will also be a large populous that just feels entitled and that everything should be
handed to them. Sadly, I feel the scales nowadays are tilting to the latter.”
Interviewees were immediately probed with the following question:
• Do success stories shape our perception and justification for who is deserving
and worthy in our society?
F.F.: “While one must admire those who succeed through effort and hard work,
who is to say that one person is more worthy and deserving of success than
another.”
A.E.: “There are people who love to see a success story, I am one of them. There
are people who enjoy watching people fail or fall from grace. The type of person
that you are shapes how you perceive and justify who is deserving of success.”
H.P.: “Yes, they for can inspire the disadvantaged in our society to look for other
hidden opportunities to advance themselves, and they can help those who have
“made it” to reflect back upon their own career paths and how luck may have
helped them at times. The problem is that many people are not inspired by the
success of others (they may be instead just be envious), and many of those who
have “made it” attribute their position only to their own hard work, and ignore the
other factors that usually contributed to their success.”
J.F.: “Sadly, probably so, everyone is deserving, but not everyone can access
education etc. to be successful, therefore they are perceived as undeserving.”
C.B.: “I think you’ll find many success stories have a lot in common. The desire
and drive to succeed despite what friends, family, or society may say is
impossible. I think having success stories like Dr. Still’s is a valuable thing to
have in society and I wish there were more of them being told. I’d also be ok
with less sports personalities being used as heroes. Some may have truly worked
hard to where they are at, but to me many are just talented grossly overpaid
athletes that are being marketed as a product by their “owners” to make even
more money from them.”

Success stories, when examined critically by interviewees demonstrate that when
positioned in relation to inequality, there is a hesitancy to promote them as a moral
compass judging someone else. There is a critical awareness that such stories do not
necessarily translate to day to day relations. This may be why, when understood on their

211

own terms, as demonstrated before, success stories are valorized and deemed deserving
of praise and commemoration. It’s because they are so rare in a society that we celebrate
them as markers of the potential we have as individuals and a broader society. As
discussed in Chapter 1, this reflects broader notions of the cultural pull of meritocracy
(Littler 2018) and “rugged entitlement” (Heiman 2015), that drives the American middle
class towards the “good life” (Fischer 2015b). Success stories make us believe that our
efforts are not wasted and will be rewarded.
Such notions require further unpacking especially in relation to a post-economic
crash landscape. During what has been called the “hollowing out of the American Middle
Class”, success stories take on more power and importance as a coherent narrative that
functions like a guiding light for those facing precarity and anxiousness related to shifting
socioeconomic landscape. It is therefore important to relate Dr. Still’s success story back
into a broader historical context of understanding the American middle class, specifically
what has been deemed the “black bourgeoisie” by scholars such as Du Bois (1923; 1925)
and Frazier (2007). I concentrate on the black bourgeoisie because of its ability to reveal
how a meritocratic subjectivity seeps into everyday thinking of both dominant and
marginalized groups. Grouping Dr. Still into this broader historical context, I hope by
focusing on the black bourgeoisie, I can shed light on how and why marginalized groups
and identities can both benefit and be harmed by meritocratic thinking.

The Black Bourgeoisie and Meritocracy
Central to a lot of my interviews is the notion of the middle class. Almost all my
participants identify as middle class and discuss their life histories and upbringing in
working class terms. Often, when discussing African American history, there is a
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tendency to focus on the poor, ignoring the rich history of the black middle class in the
United States. During my interview with several individuals at the site, it became
apparent how the parents of all my interviewees instilled a deep appreciation for
education and hard work ethic in their children, which shaped their perception of
meritocracy in U.S. society. Concentrating on the experiences of the black middle class
allows us to interrogate how meritocracy is internalized as a dominant hegemonic notion
by a larger subset of the population, resulting in a division between those who adhere to
its tenants and those who don’t (Marable 1998; Moore 2003).

Returning back to my interview with Samuel Still, I am reminded how a sense of
disappointment rings in his grappling with meritocracy and race, specifically with a
disappointment with those who never grew out of “the hood”. The same notion repeated
with his cousin Carol Douglas, another successful professional herself, who also came
from a black middle class in suburban New Jersey. The daughter of an educator, she sees
the importance of education in racial uplift, citing her own education and her parent’s
teaching of a good work ethic as a big part of her success. While both Carol and Sam
recognize structural and systemic issues that keep African Americans marginalized, their
own successes and hard work ethic shape their view of one’s ability to “make it”. This is
central to what I call the meritocratic paradox, i.e. you know the game is stacked but you
still blame individual effort. Part of this thought process relates to the broader history of
the black bourgeoise. It is therefore essential to examine its particular manifestations and
the historical roots of such thinking to better understand how success stories articulate
with black middle classes.
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In this section, I am putting the philosophy of Dr. Still in conversation with Du
Bois’s analysis of the black bourgeoisie to examine how meritocracy becomes common
sense despite the racial, gender, and class-based inequalities that persist and affect those
“who make it”. By exploring the formation of the black bourgeoise, Du Bois creates a
socioeconomic history of the accumulation of black wealth and its mirroring of dominant,
capitalist society (for good and worse). When tracing meritocratic thought in DuBois’s
scholarly work it becomes clear that DuBois frames racial uplift amongst the back drop
of racial capitalism.2 In his piece Economic Segregation of Black Folk, Du Bois (1923)
discusses two versions of economic segregation 1) structural and systemic exclusion and
inclusion by whites, 2) “Group Economy”: black owned businesses and closed economic
relationships (exists as much as possible separately from white businesses)
Du Bois writes in Building a Bourgeoisie (1925),
“Of the million American Negro families in the United States in 1865, there was
as near a minimum of property and as perfect equality of income as any groups
would be likely to show in modern days. Sixty years later the group presents all
the earmarks of the growth of modern economic inequality; there are colored
landlords renting to colored tenants; there are colored employers of colored labor,
colored householders with colored servants; in fine, the beginning of a black rich
and a black poor. How did it all come about? Is it simply the reward of merit, the
Good and Thrifty growing rich and the Wicked and Lazy growing poor? Not
quite. Is it accident, favoritism, chance? Not wholly” (1925, 2).
He equates the develop of this split based on the divide of the “House Servant”
and “Field Hand”, describing the various capital one was able to marshal after
emancipation. He continues,
“The colored House Servant had some education by contact, some ready money,
some saleable skill, some powerful friends who, incidentally, formerly owned
him, and very often enough white blood to make him look like something
different from the Negro problem even if he wasn’t. He quickly began to
transform himself.” By becoming a public instead of private servant- a caterer, a
hotel waiter, a dressmaker, the Negro began to receive regular wages as his freed
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brother of the North had for some time; as an artisan he hired his own time instead
of his master’s, and as a city gang laborer he got money instead of rations”(1925,
3).
Dubois goes further discussing how the shift towards the accumulation of wages
went hand in hand with property. He writes,
“In country districts the first economic differentiation in the colored group arose
from the buying of land. On Emancipation Negroes bought land rapidly because
the war had made it cheap and worthless. They rose from 3 million acres in 1875
to 6 million in 1880, 8 million in 1890, and 15 million in 1900. The Great War
checked them somewhat but today they probably own at least 18 million acres of
land, or 27,000 square miles” (1925, 4).
As African Americans began to garner more and more land, Du Bois saw a
pattern in capitalist accumulation through housing rentals. He continues with his analysis
writing,
“As Negroes began to accumulate a little wealth, they found that investment in
such small homes for renting to poorer Negroes was an attractive form of
investment and almost the only one open to them. The wealth of middle-class
Negroes then came to be largely invested in tenements for the poor Negros- one
and two room “shacks”, two and four room small homes. I know scores of black
doctors, barbers, small business men, artisans and the like who derive a large
income from such investments” (1925, 4).
DuBois’s characterization and analysis of the black bourgeoisie takes on a familiar tone
when compared to the life of the Dr. Still. Reflecting on his investment in property and
housing rentals, Still writes,
“I merely mention these transactions to show the results of my business and the
way I conducted matters generally. It has often been said that colored men do not
know how to appreciate or appropriate money. I have tried to live so as to prove
that the race is capable of a great many things, and I would like to be an example
to my sons, and all other poor young men who shall be so unfortunate as I was to
have to commence the battle of life without education or pecuniary means.”
Coupled with the profits he made as a country practitioner, Still was the prototypical
black bourgeoisie as they began to appear in the 19th century. Living in a rural part of
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Southern New Jersey, Still was risk adverse concerning opportunities in the city rather
advising for strategical use of available opportunities. He writes in his autobiography,
“Perhaps we, the colored people, are somewhat to blame for this treatment. Let us
ask ourselves why it is so. The answer is, we are not possessors of lands and
stocks, etc. We have been content to be waiters and coachmen and would be
happy to sit down in our leisure moments and tell about the fine coach and horses
committed to our charge. This we could do with considerable flourish, and with as
much pride as though they were ours. This did not require much manual labor, of
which we never were fond.
Cities have been the places of our choice. It is dignifying to be called a citizen,
and sight-seeing was a great thing to us. Besides, if a man lived in the country and
labored in the fields, he was not considered sane, even though he possessed more
than twenty citizens of the colored race. I am sorry that this state of things exists.
It is nevertheless true, and all complain of prejudice and hard times, it is what
they have worked for, and they are now receiving their pay, richly but reluctantly.
To every colored man who wishes to rise, to kill a prejudice that rests in his path,
I say leave the city and go to the country, where land is cheap; purchase what you
can and go to work; raise your own bread and butter; be frugal; bring up your
children yourselves, and teach them to labor; teach them that the farmer holds the
keys of the storehouses of the nations. Through them comes the staff of life;
through them merchants live and indolent gentlemen loll at jovial boards. Men of
equal ability are just the same as two ten-pound weights; one placed in a balance
cannot weigh the other down, as there will be no choice, for there will be ten
pounds on each side. It is ten pounds and no more” (Still)
Still’s call to the country follows an economic plan that he believes will uplift the
race. DuBois traces this thinking to explore the early days of the black bourgeoisie,
specifically what he saw as a gradual creation of “economic class difference between
employer and employee, between landlord and tenant, and householder and servant inside
the Negro race.” He saw this as “disruptive and not unifying”. In his eyes the
“community of interests draws the colored rich and well-to-do and the white rich
together” (1925, 6). Here DuBois begins formulating an intersectional approach to
capitalist accumulation and growth. He argues, “The race prejudice of the white hits
black capitalist and black laborer alike. Indeed, contrary to Booker T. Washington’s
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philosophy, it hits the black capitalist in most cases harder; race hatred arises less from
Negro crim than from ‘invasions’ of white residence districts and white business by
blacks.” (1925, 7).
DuBois sees the inescapabilty of race and class, arguing that a rich black person
“think of himself as a crusader- as getting rich for his race rather than for himself. He
tries to accomplish racial uplift by his wealth and business and sometimes for that very
fact faces strange catastrophe.” (1925,7). He continues,
“The colored man of wealth is thus between Scylla and Charybdis- if he yields to
the power of the white rich, of the white corporate world, he is never sure of being
treated fairly; he may be fleeced and unable to readjust on account of prejudice. If
on the other hand he espouses the cause of the white poor, they have little to grant
in return; their unions bar the Negro openly or surreptitiously, they do not want to
live with or associate with Negroes, they have inherited or learned all sorts of
color prejudices and their vote can be herded against black folk at any time”
(1925, 7).
It is at this moment in Du Bois’s scholarship that he begins to wrestle with his
formulation of the “Talented Tenth”. He writes, “my own panacea of an earlier day was
a flight of class from mass through the development of the Talented Tenth; but the power
of this aristocracy of talent was to lie in its knowledge and character, not in its wealth”
(1923). DuBois is disappointed that the economic class differentiation occurred, harking
back to advice he gave earlier on towards cooperation rather than hierarchy. Arguing that
the formation, centralization, and distribution of resources rather than the typical
privatization of business would better serve the population as a whole, DuBois argues
that in theory such an economic system works, but in reality, the greed and desires of
business people makes such a reality impossible. He argues that black capitalist
themselves do not see the reason for a collective resource pool, understanding that they
can profit better outside of one. The same goes for the laborer, as DuBois sees their
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savings and investments as succumbing to the urge of being a “prospective capitalist”. He
worries that the game is already rigged in favor of white capitalists, leaving any prospects
of truly becoming a self-sufficient capitalist unlikely (1925, 10-11).
When confront the spending power of blacks, DuBois too is weary, stating that
aspirations of the black bourgeoise ultimately have to deal with their racial economic
precarity. He writes,
“All this means that the average Negro easily gives up the idea of fighting modern
capitalism by economic cooperation either in production or consumption and is
stampeded into a sort of “sauve qui peut” [every man for themselves]. His work
and savings become exploitation, sharp practice called “thrift”, eye on the “main
chance”. Sometimes this can be engineered into a spoiling of the white Egyptian
and this, in black eyes, is quite justifiable; but in large increasing instances it is
black folk despoiling each other and especially setting black capitalists to fleecing
black laborers and building a bourgeoisie at their expense” (1925, 112).
Du Bois provides a case study of this by looking at the transformation of New
York from the 19th century to what is called the Harlem Renaissance. He writes, “And so
today in Harlem, economic war is tearing apart the Negro group into landlord and tenant,
capitalist and laborer” (1925,14). “Behold then the perfect paradox: economic disunity is
the result of economic advance; economic disunity stops economic advance. This is the
economic paradox of black America. But not of them only. Is it not the paradox of the
white working world?” (1925,15).
In a letter to Cecil Peterson (1947) Du Bois further echoes these sentiments
succinctly saying that he was short-sighted in believing that educated, wealthy black
would uplift the masses. Such disenchantment with the black bourgeoisie led Du Bois to
re-examine his concept of the Talented Tenth. In a speech he gave to Sigma Pi Phi in
Wilberforce, Ohio Du Bois (1948) responds to critics who viewed the concept as reingraining an old-world aristocracy, benefitting those already gifted while ignoring the
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uplift of the masses. He viewed these criticisms as missing the point, calling back to his
days in Fiske and the type of way he and his colleagues were groomed for the outside
world. He specifically draws parallels to the biblical evangels who were trained and
armed with spreading the world. He writes, “We did not regard ourselves as separate and
superior to the masses, but rather as a part of the mass which was being equipped and
armed for leadership and that leadership was of course for the benefit of the mass.” He
goes on to pick up his early thoughts on the formation of a black bourgeoisie discussing
the specifics of how some people will only be looking out for themselves with their
talents and wealth rather than uplifting others. This realization forces him to revisit the
idea of the Talented Tenth, arguing that any semblance of the Talented Tenth cannot rely
on success and talent because these attributes are the product of chance and human
capital. He writes,
“that the Negroes who were in school and getting an education were not by any
means necessarily and inevitably the Negroes who ought to have had the chance.
That large numbers of Negroes of great ability and talent never had the chance to
learn, even to read and write. And that therefore the Talented Tenth had no right
to preen itself upon the natural way in which it had risen to leadership; but rather
should be extremely humble to think that by good fate they had the chance to be
educated when others who deserved even more than they did, had no such
opportunity” (1948, 3-4).
Du Bois here begins to dismantle the notion of a meritocracy. He continues writing,
“Today wealth does rule, to an extent that even those who see and understand it
hardly realize. The road to wealth is not as we use to conceive, a free-for-all race
with talent and dessert at the head. It is, on the contrary a battle repression with
every kind of force in use, slavery, conquest, cheating, war, and financial crisis”
(1948, 4).
At this moment, Du Bois comes to terms with the machinations of capitalism and
its ability to transform and co-opt the working-class imagination to the detriment of
collective action. Grappling with similar ideas, sociologist E. Franklin Frazier began
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grappling with similar ideas during the 1950s. As Gerard Early reflects, “So what is the
role of the black elite? “As much as Howard University sociologist E. Franklin Frazier
excoriated the black middle class, from where the Talented Tenth was supposed to
emerge, in his 1957 polemic, Black Bourgeoisie (originally published 1955 in France in
French), he did not condemn the idea of a Talented Tenth or a black elite. He condemned
the black middle class for not living up to its responsibilities to provide such leadership.
The black middle class was not a useful elite; it was, for Frazier, a largely parasitic class
that was shallow, anti-intellectual, and filled with self-hatred.”3
What we begin to see during the expansion of mass consumerism and the advent
of the Civil Rights movement is the historical culmination of the black middle class and
elite. Inheriting this intergenerational wealth, many black middle-class families were able
to achieve the American Dream, perpetuating their insistence that the system does indeed
work. While this legacy may seem fairly recent, as we traced in Chapter 3 and this
chapter, it is the product of a long engagement with respectability politics, racial uplift
narratives, and real material gains. As my interviewees show, this inherited landscape of
the American Dream shapes public perceptions of meritocracy on multiple axes.
Returning to my interview with Carol, there is an emphasis on recognizing the
structural inequalities present and making the trappings of the American Dream available
to everyone. While opposed to handouts, Carol believes in the idea of equality and
helping one’s neighbor, crediting these ideas to how she was raised and the morals she
holds. Critical of those who achieve success but don’t credit the people who have helped
them in the past, Carol calls attentions to the meritocratic subjectivity that shapes the way
we view success by centering various privileges they inherit.
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Conclusion
By treating the text solely as a historical source, we minimize how the text
functions in the present and takes on a life of its own. Categorizing the autobiography as
indicative of the past limits the way our historical subjectivities are shaped in the present.
Viewing text as memory objects shifts the way we can understand the creation and
perpetuation of historical narratives. In framing the archive as part and parcel of our built
environment, a materiality approach to documents allow us to explore the way text
continue to shape our understanding of self and others. In order to challenge this
feedback loop, we must call attention to how our relationship to text is constructed and
maintained in our present interaction with them. Without accounting for why historical
texts hold cultural capital for stakeholders, it will be difficult to challenge absences
within historical narratives that perpetuate structural and symbolic violence.
Specifically, critiques of narratives that exclude the marginalization of
intersectional identities and experiences need to account for meaning making process that
perpetuate these omissions. It is therefore necessary to seriously engage with the nature
of print materiality on a multi-scalar level if we want to understand why AHD concerning
success resonates with the public. An ethnographic inquiry at the level of representation,
dissemination, and consumption of success narratives allows us to understand how and
why meritocratic subjectivities are built into our broader environments and how this ties
to broader historical processes and trends. Specifically, it calls to attention how an
ahistorical, individualistic manner of consuming success stories occurs. By highlighting
individual efforts, the AHD obfuscates the social linkages necessary for success to occur
in the first place. As part of a broader engaged project, DJSCAP challenges such
perspectives by shifting towards a community paradigm that emphasizes the social nature
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of labor. I will now shift to discussing how the very nature of participatory research can
lead to a more robust, inclusive AHD that challenges strict meritocratic interpretations.
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Notes
See Levinson (2012) introduction for a great overview of scholars engaging the idea of
myth and how it relates to success stories.
2 https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2014/04/the-talented-tenth/361182/
3 https://commonreader.wustl.edu/c/origin-of-the-black-elite/
1
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CHAPTER 6
TOWARDS A PEOPLE’S ARCHAEOLOGY
“The political and social landscape continues to shift, but it remains that inequality is a
moving force in the politics of nation-states. This means that whether archaeologists take
this issue on directly as research projects or not, the discipline cannot escape being
implicated in the contemporary struggles over inequality. In order for archaeology to
have more traction with the contemporary world, we must labor to understand the
historical trajectories and social forms of inequality that have shaped it, and we must
move forward with the theoretical tools and practices that help to deconstruct inequality”
(Franklin and Paynter 2010, 216).
“Without community there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and temporary
armistice between an individual and her oppression. But community must not mean a
shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic pretense that these differences do not exist.”
-Audre Lorde, The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the House
Introduction: A People’s Archaeology
How do we create an archaeological praxis orientated towards the issues facing
people on a day to day basis? How can we insure the inclusion of a diverse group of
people with various cultural, social, economic, and symbolic capital? What would such a
process look like on the ground? What methodological shifts would need to occur? How
can archaeology function both as metaphor (the way we look at the past) and craft (the
actual act of digging)? What opportunities present themselves via archaeology and how
can we embrace them for broader change?
These are some of the central question behind the formulation of the Dr. James
Still Community Archaeology Project. When I started the project in January 2013, I was
a young masters student trying to make an impact in my little corner of the world.
Engaging with a vast literature on the widening inequality that continues to be an internal
and external force challenging the discipline of archaeology, I approached the project in a
manner that sought to switch the way projects were traditionally carried out. Part of this
was a rejection of the typical top down hierarchies that permeate capitalist societies and
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general project organizations. Seeking a more horizontal structure, I began engaging with
CBPR (Atalay 2012). By extension, I embraced the politics of the methodology
specifically seeing its decolonizing goals as a critique of historically rooted, deep-seated
notions of power and inequality. In questioning not only who gets to tell the story, but
why, when, where, and how they do it, I became cognizant of the ways in which the
narratives and discourses at a site, perpetuate dominant hegemonic perspectives (Trigger
1986).
It was under such considerations that I shifted the way I approached archaeology
projects. The more I learned about African American history and contemporary social
justice work, the further I was pushed in reframing what a community-based project can
look like and what type of data we can recover from it. I am not alone in this --, recent
budget cuts on social science and humanities programs have forced archaeologists to
change their praxis in order to prove their merit and importance to various constituents
(Little and Zimmerman 2010; Wallerstein 2006). In order to address systemic issues both
inside and outside the academy, archaeologists have increasingly turned to communitybased projects (e.g. Shackel 2004; Little and Shackel 2007; Colwell-Chanthaphonh and
Ferguson 2008; Silliman 2008; Stottman 2010; Atalay 2012). Furthermore, the influx of
postcolonial methodologies has further reconfigured and reconceptualized archaeological
praxis by challenging the discipline to better communicate information to populations
traditionally effected by archaeological interpretation (e.g. Liebmann and Rizvi 2008;
Schmidt 2009; Lydon and Rizvi 2012; González-Tennant 2014). In holding their research
designs and interpretations accountable to various publics, archaeologists have embraced
the political nature of the discipline by addressing contemporary issues of social
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inequality and their connections to the past (Saitta 2007; McGuire 2009; Franklin and
Paynter 2010; Battle-Baptiste 2011).
The methodology purposed in this chapter is an outgrowth of a communityengaged, openly political archaeology (McGuire 2009). By political, I mean an
archaeology that speaks to and is reflective of broader social issues, locating the historic
site at multiple points in the past, present, and future. The methodology presented in this
chapter seeks to layout a blueprint for meaningful, sustainable engagement with the
public and various stakeholders by centering contemporary issues and concerns. These
range from various social injustices such as structural racism to the hollowing out of the
middle class. Due to the rural nature of Medford, NJ and the site being one of a
prominent African American, I will be pulling liberally from CRT and black radical
theory to best carryout a CBPR archaeology project that speaks to the diverse community
I work with. I was highly influenced by the scholars and readings I engaged with during
my studies towards receiving my graduate certificate in African American Studies at
UMass Amherst. I highly suggest that scholars working with particular histories and
populations, engage with the literature and thought coming from various cultural study
programs and departments. One needs to embrace interdisciplinarity if they want to
cultivate a holistic view.
While the field has engaged with CRT in some manner, (Blakey 1997; Epperson
2004; Barille 2004; McDavid 2005; McDavid and McGhee 2010; Babiarz 2011; Palmer
2011), I wish to explore CRT not only as a theoretical lens, but as a praxis towards
meaningful social change and community building. A major component of CRT is to
make beneficial changes in the material conditions of peoples’ lived realities. In that
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way, I see archaeology playing a role in empowering local communities by challenging
dominant narratives, building capacity via historic site management and skill acquisition,
fostering critical consciousness, providing a space for diverse cultural performances
(Yamamoto 2005), centering experiential narratives of participants, and creating a
multicultural solidarity between strangers in the hopes of forming a “beloved
community” (King, Jr. 2010) that fosters equality rather competitive, rugged
individualism and Social Darwinism.
How can we as archaeologists achieve such a goal? One avenue open for
exploration is ways in which CBPR can lead to meaningful social change (Atalay 2012).
By infusing CRT into CBPR, archaeologists can target systemic inequality while carrying
out projects in a non-hierarchal, inclusive fashion that accounts for both internal and
external critiques currently faced by archaeologists. By exploring CBPR in a manner that
accounts for particular social and historical specificities, archaeologists are better suited
for working with local and descendant communities on various levels. A CRT infused
CBPR project is perfectly suited for historical archaeology of the African Diaspora in the
United States as it provides a blueprint towards meaningful, sustainable engagement with
various communities while crafting a platform for social change and reflexivity.
Accepting the political nature of the discipline and its potential for transformative
practices, CRT and archaeology are perfectly wedded. As Franklin and Paynter state
“There is no divide between theory and practice, and if the objective is to work toward
eliminating inequalities, the theories that we choose to work toward recursively with our
practice must attend to the entanglement of power and difference” (2010, 115). A CRT
infused CBPR project allows archaeologists to better conceptualize, frame, and approach
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broader social concerns and issues facing the communities they partner with.
Furthermore, it situates projects within the broader history of inclusion and exclusion that
structures everyday relations at sites. Adopting such a method, pushes archaeologists to
see deeper systemic issues while simultaneously giving them the tools to understand and
navigate structural inequalities and their effects on interpersonal dynamics and overall
project design and execution.
In a project concerned with understanding and changing the way we view
meritocracy, CBPR and other participatory methods are central towards shifting
traditional hierarchical power relations towards a community paradigm. By embracing a
mixture of CBPR and CRT, we create a counter-archaeology to meritocracy. The
remainder of the chapter explores how this looks on the ground if put into practice and
what shifts are necessary to achieve a community paradigm. I will now provide an
overview of archaeology’s political nature and how it has grappled with community
engagement. This will be followed by an overview of CRT and CBPR. I finish the
chapter with my own formulation of a counter-archaeology that challenges traditional
forms of project organization and public engagement.
Political Nature of Archaeology
What’s political about archaeology anyways? Archaeology, in the selection of
which site to excavate (what is considered a worthy project for funding), who gets to do
the work, and what information and interpretation is disseminated all are influenced by
broader social decision (Trigger 1986; Tilley 1989; McGuire 2009). Archaeological sites
therefore do not exist in a bubble as they are part and parcel of a broader social system
that both simultaneously values and undervalues it. This system treats archaeology with
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awe and wonder, with ideas of exploration in foreign, exotic lands filtering through the
public imagination through such figures as Indiana Jones and Lara Croft, while also
underfunding the excavation and restoration of sites. In the public eye, archaeology holds
a certain amount of cultural capital with the public, often resulting in excited and
captivated individuals who are intrigued by images of archaeological excavations and
artifacts (Little and Shackel 2007). In this light, archaeology projects draw attention,
allowing various stakeholders to come together, creating an entanglement of interests,
interpretations, and broader engagements.
Working within this dynamic, archaeologists have access to a public platform that
can and should be used for critical readings of history and broader social change. As a
deeply political action, archaeological interpretations can offer constructive, thought
provoking critiques and comparisons between past and contemporary societies (McGuire
2008; Tilley 1989; Trigger 1986). When archaeology projects are “theoretically informed
and politically grounded” they can address contemporary issues, in turn becoming
meaningful to the public (McGuire 2008, xii). By engaging with topics and concerns of
the public, archaeology can provide a constructive interface for contemporary discourses
while directly impacting local communities (Battle-Baptiste 2011, 20).
This is especially important during a time of increased precarity faced by lowerand middle-class workers in the United States. Functioning within the mechanisms of a
“fast-capitalist system”, capitalism has evolved to a state of “hyperactivity” where
productivity and bottom lines obfuscate the relationship between data and humans
(McGuire 2008, 5). Such broader, wide spread application amplify subtle, racist
mechanisms that systematically perpetuate inequality at a bureaucratic level (Byrd and
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Clayton 2000, 41-42). By confronting issues of race, class, and gender inequalities both
in the past and present, a self-aware and critical archaeology can bring together alienated
populations (McGuire 2008, 5). In the process, archaeology can make the world a more
humane place in which there is “less alienation and more emancipation” (McGuire 2008,
4).
One way in which archaeologists have strived to create a more humane place to
live is in their ability to challenge the “Master Narratives of History” (e.g. DuBois 1935;
Patterson 2000; Takaki 2008; Trouillot 1995; Trigger 1986; Zinn 2015). Archaeological
influence on public perceptions of race, class, and gender call to attention the way we talk
and write about the past. The writing of history or narratives is one aspect of the political
nature of interpretation. The stories we write silence certain aspects while they benefit
others. What we see in the writing of history is a sort of “interest convergence” were the
framing of a narrative benefits the dominant group while appearing to be more inclusive
(Bell 1980). This leads to an imagined sense of equality and representation within various
medias, leading to notions of “post-racial” and derogatory uses of “class warfare” and
“feminism” (Artz and Murphy 2000).
History is not the only discipline effected by “interest convergence”. While
archaeology has the immense potential to explore and address past silences, it can
simultaneously enact power dynamics of oppression. As archaeologists, we must remain
vigilant and understand that our actions have the ability to both empower and
disenfranchise. We must be careful not to speak for the silenced, but rather about them
(Liebmann 2008, 9). I would take this a step further and suggest giving the communities
we work with a platform to speak for themselves. Once we are able to challenge the
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politics of representation and where cultural and academic capital is seated, we can truly
begin challenging dominant narratives in a manner that exposes hypocrisy and brings
people together to develop multiple truths and meanings.
Within the politics of representation, we must remain cognizant of power
dynamics and how they are enacted at various levels. In the edited volume Materiality of
Freedom, the authors examine: “1) What can archaeology reveal about the role of race
and racism in the ways sites are valued, deemed significant, interpreted, and
memorialized? and 2) What can archaeology reveal about the historicity of race and
racism?” (Barnes 2011, 4). As noted by Barnes, “Archaeologists studying the African
diaspora have taken action to create change in two different ways: changing
consciousness and direct action…by “piercing” ideology, one can change consciousness
and bring about social change if one communicates archaeological research effectively to
the public” (Barnes 2011, 3; Gadsby and Barnes 2010). The positioning here is still
researcher to community, not horizontal. Our engagement with the community should be
reciprocal. We are in the position of both teaching and learning as is the community we
work with. While we can never truly shed our mantle of “expertise” in a field project, we
can direct and account for the various power dynamics at play with our actions. We can
still achieve the goal of piercing ideology but in a manner that empowers the community,
strips us of privilege, and levels the playing field.
When we achieve such a horizontal organization, we are better able to understand
the actors and actants around the site. Running archaeology projects in such a manner
leads to better community engagement and involvement, while providing a richer data
set. When analyzing meritocracy, community-engaged archaeology has provided a space
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where I can analyze multiple aspects of the topic, from its discursive aspects to the
materiality it espouses. By embracing CRT and CBPR, I was able to create a meaningful
experience for volunteers, descendants, and members of the broader community.
In this chapter, I will provide an overview of the theoretical and methodological
influences that shaped how I ran the project. First, I will demonstrate the usefulness of
CRT and the broader black radical tradition when it comes to engage African American
historic sites and communities. Second, I will show how CBPR brings people into the
project, allowing them to develop a sense of having “skin in the game” and by extensions
a meaningful connection to the historic site. Both process when put together, allow for
the formation of what I call a “counter-archaeology” one that reverses the top down
researcher first mentality towards one that centers the people.
Critical Race Theory: A Brief Overview
The Critical Race Theory (CRT) movement is a collection of activists and scholars
interested in studying and transforming the relationship among race, racism, and power.
The movement considers many of the same issues that conventional civil rights and ethnic
studies discourses take up but places them in a broader perspective that includes
economics, history, context, group- and self-interest, and even feelings and the
unconscious. Unlike traditional civil rights, which stresses incrementalism and step-bystep progress, critical race theory questions the very foundations of the liberal order,
including equality theory, legal reasoning, Enlightenment rationalism, and neutral
principles of constitutional law (Delgado and Stefancic 2001, 3).
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Figure 6.1 Genealogy of Critical Race Theory (Yosso 2005, 71)
CRT traces its genealogy back to the 1970s with the works of Derrick Bell, Alan
Freeman, and Richard Delgado. At the time of its inception, CRT sought to challenge a
new form of racism emerging in the post-civil rights era. Working off the theoretical
influences of Antonio Gramsci, Michael Foucault, Jacques Derrida, Gaytari Spivak,
Edward Said, Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglass, W.E. B. DuBois, Cesar Chavez,
Martin Luther King, Jr., the Black power and Chicano movements CRT grew out of a
tradition of radical feminism and critical legal studies (Delgado and Stefancic 2001, 5).
The movement has since grown and spread outside of legal studies to education,
sociology, history, and various critical studies (LatCrit, TribalCrit, WhiteCrit, FemCrit,
and AsianCrit). Some notable scholars are: Kimberle Crenshaw, Angela Harris, Charles
Lawrence, Mari Matsuda, Patricia Williams, Patricia Hill Collins, Tara Yosso, Eric
Yamamoto, Gloria Ladson-Billings, Neil Gotanda, Cheryl Harris, Nancy Leong, and
Daniel Soloranzo.
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While not all CRT projects agree with the same ideas, the basic tenets of CRT can be
summarized in six points (Delgado and Stefancic 2001, 7-9):
•
•
•
•
•
•

1) racism is ordinary, not aberrational (Racism is endemic in various institutions)
2) white-over-color ascendancy serves important purposes, both psychic and
material, for the dominant group (interest convergence)
3) “social construction” thesis holds that race and races are products of social
thought and relations (Challenging Social Norms)
4) how a dominant society racializes different minority groups at different times,
in response to shifting needs such as the labor market (differential racialization)
5) intersectionality and anti-essentialism is the idea that each race has its own
origins and ever-evolving history. (No unitary identities: Conflicting and
Overlapping identities, loyalties, and allegiances)
6) voice-of-color thesis holds that because of different histories and experiences
to white counterparts', matters that the whites are unlikely to know can be
conveyed. (Situated and Experiential Knowledge)
A takeaway point from CRT is that the starting line in life is not equal, often

leading to disproportionate outcomes. As discussed in Chapter 1, U.S. society believes in
a meritocracy, that hard work and ability can overcome any obstacle. CRT approaches
document the vast evidence that shows the opposite, demonstrating how structural and
systemic issues hinder the promise of an American Dream. Being based in critical legal
studies, CRT challenges the common assertion that the legal system was created to carry
out justice equally for all people. Rather, proponents of CRT argue that legal system itself
was created in order to serve the interests of white supremacy, i.e. a political economic
system that privileges whiteness as the social norm to exclusion of other groups.
Within this framework, one goal of CRT is to problematize colorblind and “postracial” thinking. Such discourse is part of the continuing maintenance of white
supremacy as it shifts focus away from intersectional issues of race, class, gender, age,
ableism, and other factors that determine one’s oppression. By taking attention away
from the system of inequality through the use of post-racial rhetoric and colorblind
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policies, the system of white supremacy is further normalized, which leads to an
uncritical perception of racial politics at play. This is evidenced in Derrick Bell’s (1980)
analysis of the changes that took place under Brown vs the Board of Education. In this
landmark decision, schools were legally mandated to integrate. Bell saw this as a
superficial ruling in the sense that the system of inequality transformed but ultimately
remained. Many districts strategically allocated resources, finding creative loopholes in
order to maintain the status quo of white supremacy by raising property taxes and
ensuring that neighborhoods were culturally homogenous through white flight. In such a
manner, racism became structural, existing in the guise of superficial equality and
compliance with equal rights legislature. Such issues transformed in the latter half of the
20th century as the dominant hegemonic notion of white supremacy found new ways to
protect itself. Crenshaw (1991) pointedly examined how the conservative right co-opted
liberal rhetoric of colorblindness distorting its message to pass legislation that was “raceneutral” therefore benefitting those who were already well-off while perpetuating
inequalities for those who were not. This was further transformed under neoliberal
policies through the co-option of diversity in media and public figures. While we may be
seeing a more diverse casting, it often comes at the cost of diversity in thought, as those
in positions of power still mimicking dominant hegemonic notions (Littler 2018; Fanon
1967). CRT, therefore, is an essential framing towards understanding how and why the
social landscape looks the way it does today. By utilizing its insights, archaeologists can
better structure their projects to account for a multitude of factors that will affect the
overall impact of their work.
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Archaeology and CRT
While not framed through a CRT lens, perhaps the earliest archaeological project
that embodied similar tenets was the African Burial Ground in New York City. LaRoche
and Blakey (1997) provide an overview of the project and the transformations that
occurred with the involvement of the authors and descendant communities. By
decentering the role of Eurocentric intepretations and shifting power to descendant and
marginalized communities, the ABG project was able to implement a new research
designs that asked questions meaningful to the descendant community (the ethical client).
Perry, Howson, and Bianco (2009) further provided an overview of the work completed at
the African Burial Ground in New York City. Detailing the amazing story of how descendant
groups and interested parties prevented the destruction of an important piece of United States
history, these authors explored the relationship between public engagement and
archaeological praxis. Equating descendant groups to “ethical clients”, the ABG project
shows how collaborative work with descendant groups address community concerns while
simultaneously providing a richer understanding and contextualization of sites. Through
bioarchaeological analysis, the ABG site provides valuable insight into the lives of captive
Africans in 17th and 18th century New Amsterdam/ New York City, providing both a source
of empowerment for descendant communities and a revision of traditional historical
accounts.

Concerning terminology, Blakey (2008) purposes using the term ethical client
when working with descendant communities. In his work at the African Burial Ground,
Blakey denoted two clients, the GSA (business client) and the descendant community
(ethical client). He notes that “while both clients have rights that should be protected, the
ethical requirements of the field [archaeology] privilege the voices of descendants.
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Descendants have the right to refuse research entirely and the researcher’s obligation is to
share what is known about the potential value of bioarchaeological studies” (Blakey
2008, 21). For Blakey,
“Public engagement affords the communities, most affected by a research
program, a key role in the design and use of research results. A respect for
pluralism and the ethics of working with groups of people who historiography
puts at risk of social and psychological harm recommends an acknowledgment of
this community’s right to participate in research decisions. Scholars balance
accountability to such communities with responsibility to standards of evidential
proof or plausibility that defines the role of scholars. The goal of this
collaboration is not simply ethical. By drawing upon broader societal ideas and
interests, public engagement affords opportunities for advancing knowledge and
its societal significance. The democratization of knowledge involved here is not
predicated on the inclusion of random voices, but on democratic pluralism that
allows for a critical mass of ideas and interests to be developed for a
bioarchaeological site or other research project, based on the ethical rights of
descendant or culturally affiliated communities to determine their own wellbeing” (Blakey 2008, 18).
The democratized approach towards public engagement is mirrored in his examination of
data, stating that:
“Multiple data sets (or lines of evidence) provide a crosscheck on the plausibility
of results. Results may be rejected, accepted, or recombined into newly plausible
“stories” about the past based on how diverse results of different methods
compete or reconfigure as a complex whole. The required multidisciplinary
experts engage in a “conversation” that produces interdisciplinary interpretations
of the archaeological population. Diverse expertise provides for recognition of a
subject matter that might otherwise go unnoticed by the individuals and in the
communities under study. By revealing multiple dimensions of human subjects,
this approach can produce characterizations of even skeletal individuals that more
nearly resemble the complexities of human experience than are possible in simple,
reductionist descriptions” (Blakey 2008, 18).

Historical archaeology of the African Diaspora would increasingly become
entwined with the politics aforementioned due in part to years of neglecting various
African American communities as stakeholders during the planning, execution, and
interpretation of projects. Projects such as the excavation of New York City’s African
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American burial ground put archaeology’s accountability to the public in the forefront
(Harrington 1993; McCarthy 1996; Blakey 1997; LaRoche and Blakey 1997).
Critiques levied by Babson (1990), Potter (1991), Thomas (1995), Franklin
(1997a; 1997b), Blakey (1997), Patten (1997), Barille (2004), and Epperson (2004)
sought to problematize archaeological accountability to the public. Central to these
authors’ critiques is the understanding that the archaeology is inherently political. By
engaging with critical theory and self-reflectivity, they argue that archaeologists should
recognize the political impact of their work on the populations they study. By analyzing
the sociopolitical aspects of African American archaeology, these authors urge
archaeologists to be self-critical, politically aware, and cognoscente of how their research
can be interpreted and utilized by the public. Furthermore, by engaging with such
practices, archaeologists are capable of making their research meaningful to the public.
The self-awareness shown by archaeologists stemmed from a political activist
agenda that aimed to address institutional inequality. One way in which archaeologists
have tried to engage with sociopolitical critiques and contemporary issues of race was by
engaging in public archaeology. Early practitioners of public archaeology often opened
sites to public tour days and volunteer opportunities. By engaging in educational
outreach, public archaeologists sought to disseminate archaeological data to a diverse
public. This dissemination often occurred with the archaeologist positioning themselves
as the expert within the community. More often than not, the information shared reflected
the academic’s research agenda and not community interests or concerns.
This disconnect between archaeology and the public often led to disagreements
regarding archaeological interpretations. As an inherently political discipline,
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archaeology often deals with issues sensitive to various stakeholders in both the present
and past (Battle-Baptiste 2011; McGuire 2008; Shackel 2010). Public archaeology at the
Levi Jordan plantation by Carol McDavid serves as one of many examples were
archaeologists navigated contemporary issues of race and public interpretations of history
(1997). While archaeologists have tried to mitigate such problems through collaborative
efforts, many projects still refuse to share authority with stakeholders, often leading to an
estrangement of the public with research agendas. By sharing authority with stakeholders,
research can become meaningful for multiple stakeholders as people will feel a
connection to their work. Sharing authority with stakeholders is a fundamental necessity
in engaging the public in a meaningful, substantive manner.
This accountability to the public was further examined with the work of Terrence
Epperson. The first archaeologist to bring CRT to the discipline of archaeology (by
name) Epperson (2004), urged archaeologist to problematize their conceptualization of
both race and racism by challenging superficial attempts of inclusiveness. As Mullin
notes, “Epperson (2004) argues that archaeologists’ willingness to ignore race, suggesting
that it is simply a social construction or yet another dimension of identity, is itself an
effect of white racial privilege by scholars who either cannot recognize, or hope to evade,
their own racial privileges” (2010, 368). His critique of many different archaeological
sites was an important step in forcing archaeologists to check one’s privilege and
positionality.
Working off Epperson’s critiques and Peggy McIntosh’s (1988) “invisible
knapsack” of white privilege, McDavid (2005) examines how a CRT approach can help
archaeologists recognize and navigate interpersonal dynamics structured by a system of
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white supremacy. Further examination of critical race theory by archaeologists occurred
through the work of Babiarz (2011) who explored the way white privilege and silence
occur within heritage landscapes and CRM practices, while Palmer (2011) used CRT to
explore bias in archaeological conceptualization of Jim Crow Era Louisiana.
Few archaeologists, however, critique the system of white supremacy both in the
field and outside of their work, let alone aim to make direct changes in the material
conditions of the oppressed. The invisible system is seldomly targeted, instead,
explorations of racialization (Orser 2007), positionality and privilege (McDavid and
McGhee 2010), and community research (Blakey 1997), frame most archaeological
discussions concerning racism. While archaeology has engaged with critical theory
(Leone et al 1986), analysis has seldom framed issues and concerns with dismantling the
system of white supremacy. Archaeologists often place their actions and praxis as postracial, due to their predominantly liberal, theoretical leaning (Mullins 2010). An
uncritical analysis leads to a perpetuation of the system of white supremacy. By not
centering racism, especially through an intersectional approach, archaeologists miss a
fundamental opportunity to better critique and change social injustices. Activist
archaeology (Stottman 2010) while working off a social justice platform, only skirts
systemic issues created by neoliberal politics, post-racial discourse, and continued gender
and sexual inequality within the discipline and outside of it.
The work of Battle-Baptiste (2011) extends socially aware archaeological praxis by
utilizing the work of black feminist scholars Kimberle Crenshaw (1989) and Patricia Hill
Collins (2001) to examine gender through an intersectional lens. Coining the term Black
Feminist Archaeology, Battle-Baptiste (2011, 66-72) creates a methodology that:
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1) uses the tools of archaeology to shape and enhance the stories of people of
African descent in the past, present, and future (expand and link forms of
scholarship normally outside of archaeology e.g. Black Feminist Theory)
2) centers the intersectionality of race, gender, and class into a larger discussion of
archaeological approaches to interpreting the past and the connection to
contemporary issues
3) actively changes the way that historical archaeology is viewed outside of the
discipline
4) looks more critically at the theories and ideas that are often neglected by the
constraints of a strict material analysis
5) emphasizes cultural landscape and the importance of how the use and meaning of
space is directly connected to culture and people.
Through an interdisciplinary approach such as Black Feminist Archaeology,
archaeologists are conceptualizing their work through the various ways in which race,
class, gender formation occur i.e.: racial formation: Omi and Winant (1984, 2012); Orser
(2007); Hosang and LaBennett (2012); Fields (1990), class formation: Wurst (1999);
Wurst and Fitts (1999), and gender formation: Anzaldua (1983); Crenshaw (1991);
Collins (2001); Brumfiel (2006); Voss (2006); Conkey (2007); Wylie (2007). Increased
attention to how these and other categories intersect and shape both experience and
marginalization are becoming regular approaches to examining both the past and present
while offering new and exciting insight into archaeological interpretations. These
approaches should be channeled towards the communities we work with, understanding
the internal and external forces that shape their day to day experiences. One methodology
that allows for such an approach to occur is CBPR.
Overview of Community-Based Participatory Research (CBPR)
Community-based archaeological projects have also transformed over the past ten
years in order to account for both internal and external forces in the discipline. In
Community-Based Archaeology, Sonya Atalay (2012) outlines the benefits of
decolonizing archaeological practices through CBPR projects. In designing research
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projects with, by, and for various stakeholder communities, archaeological projects
become relevant and accessible to local communities. In turn, these communities benefit
from an inclusive and integrative process that develops and fosters ground level capacity
in the stewardship of cultural resources. In this collaborative driven model, CBPR allows
for the democratization of archaeological practice while also providing a platform for
shared authority and knowledge production with local and descendant communities.
Atalay differentiates CBPR from other forms of community or public archaeology
by anchoring its principles in postcolonial theory. Her approach examines the internal
and external forces that have and continue to decolonize archaeological practices.
Discussions of self-reflexivity, subjectivity, multi-vocality, ethics, public education and
outreach within the archaeological community, have exerted internal influences on the
way archaeology is practiced and approached. In addition to these internal influences,
Atalay stresses how Native American activism shifted archaeological practice towards a
more inclusive and culturally sensitive approach. Both of these internal and external
forces were central in creating and embracing CBPR, a methodology that directly
addresses theoretical and ethical concerns of academics and descendant communities
alike.
In discussing CBPR, Atalay differentiates it from public and community
archaeology (Figure 2a, 2b) by asking the question, who does the research benefit and
where is power located? By involving descendant communities in every aspect of the
research project, from design to execution, CBPR provides a methodology that
fundamentally shifts the power paradigm of traditional archaeological research projects
from archaeological objectives to community goals. In developing a CBPR project,
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where community concerns and research questions are given primacy, a true
collaborative nature is fostered by both academics and the people they work with.
The community approach in CBPR is similar to Blakey’s (2008) ethical client
model in that the descendant community is given primacy due to the potential effects of
research on the lives of community members. However, since Blakey’s project was
enmeshed in Cultural Resource Management politics, his use of the term client suggests a
business model instead of a collaborative, reciprocal relationship. While stakeholder can
similarly be associated with business practices, its use denotes an investment in collective
practice and sustainable, long-term heritage management. The use of the term stakeholder
leads archaeologists to recognize continuing levels of accountability similar to the notion
of stewardship.
CBPR further differs from previous concepts of public and community
archaeology through knowledge production and dissemination. CBPR is concerned with
how knowledge is produced, who produces it, who is this knowledge for, and ultimately,
who benefits from it. In CBPR these concerns directly influence community engagement,
research partnerships, and power sharing through a decolonizing of the research process
(2012, 9-11, 40-41, 251-253). Essential to this process is the recognition that every
member participating in CBPR has valuable input, knowledge, and skill-sets that
compliment other facets of the project. The community therefore is involved as an active
participant in the research rather than being a passive consumer of “expert” knowledge.
Through this manner, in being consciously aware of the political action of archaeological
research, CBPR serves as a collaborative and reciprocal tool for social and civic
engagement.
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Figure 6.2 Forms of Public Archaeology (Atalay 2012, 49)
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Figure 6.3 Forms of Public Archaeology (Atalay 2012, 50)
In order to operationalize CBPR into practice, we need to be aware of the
historical specificity of the communities we are working with. Since CBPR is flexible
and locally specific, there is no one-size-fits-all methodology. Instead, Atalay offers five
commonalities that she draws from involvement with various CBPR projects. The
commonalities that these projects share are: “1) they utilize a community-based,
partnership process; 2) they aspire to be participatory in all aspects; 3) they build
community capacity; 4) they engage a spirit of reciprocity; and 5) they recognize the
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contributions of multiple knowledge systems” (2012, 63). In approaching research
projects with these commonalities in mind, Atalay has found great success in
implementing CBPR.
Atalay acknowledges the difficulty of applying CBPR to all archaeological
projects and dedicates a significant portion of the book to addressing potential skeptics
with relevant examples showcasing how CBPR offers a beneficial reorientation for
archaeology. Utilizing five case studies, Atalay shows how projects can benefit from a
CBPR model by ameliorating tense and untrusting relationships between archaeologists
and communities. In using CBPR, research designs and goals become transparent,
building a level of mutual respect and trust for both parties involved in an archaeological
project. In addition to this transparency, by sharing authority through decision making,
planning, and execution, CBPR provides a level playing field for multiple knowledges
and skill-sets to contribute to a project. Atalay refers to such collaboration as “braided
knowledge”, a substantive and enlightening way of integrating multiple truths into a
story.
Counter-Archaeology
Using a CRT approach in examining the practice of archaeology and the
traditional settings and power dynamics it occurs in, counter-archaeology challenges the
colonial legacy of the field and its blindness to white supremacy. A critical examination
of how white supremacy is enacted in the discipline of archaeology reveals structural
issues that maintains and perpetuates inequalities. Fieldwork and heritage site
management reveals interest convergence between archaeological practitioners and the
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community they work with. As Potter (1991) asked, who ultimately benefits from
archaeology projects?
This question still pertains today. While archaeologists have questioned the
position of the researcher in relation to communities (extraction and exploitation of
information and artifacts) we need to remain vigilant in recognizing the perpetuation and
maintenance of white supremacy in the narratives told, the selection of sites, and our
practice as archaeologists (e.g. Lacy and Moody (2006); Paynter (2002), Paynter and
Glassberg (2010), Levine, Britt, and Delle (2005), Bender (1998); Chilton (2012). As
Paynter et al. states, “the lack of historical places on our contemporary landscape that
remind all persons of the omnipresence of African Americans throughout U.S. history…
helps create a cultural amnesia and contributes to the recreation of racism (1996, 314).
When viewing archaeological sites as a form of property that protects and
maintains white supremacy (Harris 1993), we are better able to understand the
abandonment and preservation of certain archaeological sites and structures. Working off
of Harris’s (1993) whiteness as property, Ladson-Billings and Tate explore how there is a
“right to exclude” when it comes to property ownership (1995, 57-60). Extending
property rights to other arenas, archaeological sites have traditionally attracted a
particular crowd, specifically middle to upper class visitors with leisure time and means.
In this framework, archaeology and heritage sites tend to speak towards a dominant,
colorblind narrative that is easily consumed by certain publics in order to promote and
maintain a particular ideology or status quo. The maintenance of white supremacy in
historical site management leads to increased estrangement of archaeological sites to
broader publics (e.g. Battle-Baptiste 2011, 70; Franklin 1997a, 1997b, 2001).
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While archaeologists are keen in creating alternative historical narratives that give
voice to the silenced, such projects generally form through a justification of “white
action” and exhibit an interest convergence were archaeologists superficially address the
issues of race, class, gender, and sexuality in order to benefit through the accumulation of
academic capital (Ladson-Billings and Tate 1995, 57). Instead of giving voice to the
silences, archaeologists should be concerned in letting the silenced speak with their own
voice. Through “traditional” field methods that function using a hierarchical model,
archaeologists are positioned as perpetrators who impose their research agenda onto
others. It is important for archaeologists to minimize such effects and “unpack their
invisible knapsack” (McIntosh 1988). This must extend towards practice in the field,
navigating intra-community politics, and the dissemination of interpretations.
This is why community-based participatory research as a framework for
community projects has the potential to transform archaeological praxis while
decentering the system of white supremacy. Archaeologists can problematize power
dynamics in projects using excavations as a tool for engagement, outreach, and inclusion,
but also as a space for actively countering white supremacy with praxis. We need to
further work on recognizing white privilege, but we cannot stop there. While it is
necessary to reflect on privilege, we endanger enacting white supremacy in a perverse,
self-congratulatory format by solely concentrating on our own positionality. We need to
account for and give space to various social capitals, intersectional identities, and
experiential and situated knowledges. By becoming race conscious we can better
dismantle the system of white supremacy through a deeper understanding of the
communities we work with. We need to reconceptualize our concept of public
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archaeology, community archaeology, and/or collaborative archaeology and the processes
and relationships we engage with in those dynamics. In addition to concentrating on how
we communicate to communities, we should be examining what communities
communicate to us. I believe a CRT infused CBPR model can allow archaeologists to
better address the root of social injustices through transformative processes.
Methodology and Reflection
Counter-archaeology is a synthesis of CBPR and CRT tenets. The following sections will
explore how each of the five tenets of CBPR would look if they were infused with A
CRT approach. Under each heading, there will be a number of questions that asks the
reader to reflect on and consider when examining their own praxis. I have designed this
as a reflection for a wide subset of historic sites. It is not meant to be exhaustive but to
spur further reflection and introspection on the part of project planners wishing to engage
local and descendant communities.
1) They utilize a community-based, partnership process
Concerns: Community Outreach and Steps Necessary to Address the Historical
and Contemporary Effects of Suburban White Flight, Red Lining, Gentrification
and its Effect on Potential Partnerships
-How are you defining community? Who is left out in this definition?
-What are some factors that may limit who is part of a community?
-Are you using a community model? Which model are you using and why?
-How did you do your outreach? Did you try multiple times? Are you still
trying? How sustainable is your model? What does the community want and
expect from you?
Archaeologists have long engaged with the public in various ways (See edited
volumes by Shackel 2004; Little and Shackel 2007; Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson
2008; Silliman 2008; Stottman 2010; Atalay 2012). As noted by Yvonne Marshall, “most
commonly perhaps, archaeologists begin by identifying the site or sites on which they
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want to work and the emergence of a community with interests in those sites follows
from that choice” (2002, 215-216). More often than not, archaeologists “mine” the
community for information that can better contextualize the site they are working on. In
recent years, archaeologists have shifted the way they engage with the public. As AgbeDavies notes, “whereas previously, the entire emphasis was on the past social groups
being studied, more and more archaeologists now practice with, in, and for, living
‘communities’ (2010, 373).
It is important to problematize the romantic image of community (e.g. Anderson
1991; Joseph 2002). While community is often seen as inclusive, it is generally
constituted through shared interests and commonalities. These interests and
commonalities often exclude potential community members, rather than unify them.
Ultimately these factors form intra-community divisions along multiple lines (e.g. race,
class, gender, occupation, interests, or religion). In addition, communities are constantly
in flux and should be treated as dynamic entities. Community, therefore, cannot be a
catch all phrase or else we risk essentializing the term (Agbe-Davies 2010, 376). This is
especially true in locally specific contexts such as a township. While the level of
township offers a “unifying framework for integration of multiple sources of data”,
archaeologists must be cognizant of community divisions and interpret their sources
accordingly (Cusick 1995, 78). However, it is important to recognize that “imagined
community” does influence public perception of self (Anderson 1991).
Archaeologists working with communities therefore need to better define terms (i.e.
what do we mean by descendant, local, or invested communities)? For example,
Singleton and Orser define descendant community as “present-day groups of people
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whose heritage is under investigation at an archaeological site or who have some other
historical, cultural, or symbolic link to the site” (2003, 143). The authors expand the
definition further by extending the definition of descendant community to include not
only biological descendants but also present-day communities. Viewing such
communities as local/ residential and diasporic (those connected to a site but living far
away), Singleton and Orser expand who is considered a descendant and where
descendant communities are located (2003, 144). As noted by Singleton and Orser,
“Descendant communities, therefore, may be diverse groups of people with varying
interests in the archaeological project. Consequently, several descendant communities
may exist for any one archaeological project. The differing interests of these communities
at times may be at odds with each other as well as with an archaeologist’s interests and
goals” (2003, 143).
It is important to question the power relationship within a project and who truly
benefits from them. A superficial attempt to attract diverse communities into
archaeological projects is problematic if one views such attempts as a form of racial
capitalism (Leong 2013, 2173). Race often functions as a form of social capital in which
archaeological projects “gain legitimacy” and status by interacting with various
stakeholders (Yosso 2005, 2175). Within such a practice of “interest convergence”, race
is a form of Marxian capital, a commodity, with unequal value attached to racial
identities, ultimately benefitting the academic (Yosso 2005, 2187). The inclusion of
diversity in order to appear politically correct and deflect claims of racism is therefore
problematic. We need to question why and how we are engaging publics and who it
ultimately benefits.
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However, such involvement is not always possible or desired. There is a
disconnect between many academics and the public. This stems in part from the
predominantly white, middle class, male history of archaeology, where engagement was a
limited goal. The legacy of extortion and misrepresentation, conscious selection and
nomination of historical sites and markers, and the erasure of alternative narratives, has
caused many communities to be wary of archaeological interpretations. While CRT aims
to correct this, sometimes the goals of archaeologists do not speak to the public they
interact with (Potter 1991). In addition, the field of archaeology often lacks diversity due
to a variety of socioeconomic and sociopolitical reasons (Franklin 1997b). The
methodology I wish to employ tries to address these issues in a manner that is
collaborative, transparent, and transformative.
A CRT approach to community-based partnership is at a minimum conscious of
intersectional dynamics. It does not utilize a colorblind or neutral language approach in
contacting different stakeholders or in structuring community engagement. It makes a
point of addressing interpersonal and intergroup politics and dynamics by examining
racial formation, ideology, structures of inequality, and the lived experiences of
collaborators. A CRT approach to community also recognizes the rich network of
community organizations already in place (e.g. A.M.E. Church) (e.g. Cabak et al 1995;
Battle-Baptiste 2011).
2) They aspire to be participatory in all aspects
Concerns: Power Dynamics and Race Consciousness in Participatory Planning
-How do we position ourselves in the project?
-Do we recognize various levels of privilege and oppression within ourselves as
researchers? In our collaborators?
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-To what ends are we participatory? Are we decolonizing and decentering white
supremacy with our praxis?
-Is the decision-making process through consensus or do we position ourselves
atop the hierarchy?
-Do you recognize, question, and address various levels and meanings behind
silence of certain community members?
-Is the environment and structure of research conducive to recognizing and
accepting various differences? (i.e. are committees/ meetings the best way for
inclusive actions? how are certain voices silenced due to the structure of the
meetings, varying power dynamics, and collaborators unfamiliarity with topics?)
CBPR differs from other public project models by fundamentally questioning
where power is positioned and enacted. By aspiring to be participatory in all aspects,
archaeology projects extend the definition of traditional public archaeology projects.
Traditional outreach programs position academics as experts atop a hierarchy with the
public as passive consumers of knowledge. While there is a role for public days and
dissemination of archaeological knowledge through such presentations, it cannot be the
only way to engage with the public or else its risks perpetuating unequal power
dynamics. Within this dynamic, there is a division between collaborative and public
archaeologies. Certain academics see the democratizing of academic knowledge as “bad
science”, while supporters of collaborative archaeology see it as better research engaging
with richer data sets and accounting for internal and external forces (Wallerstein 2006;
Atalay 2012, 79-80).
The debate between scientific universalism and humanism centers on how
academic capital is contested and attributed to different departments and methodologies.
This is based on varying paradigms and epistemologies (Kuhn 1962). In addition,
although some departments desire public engagement, many universities are unwilling to
change their IRB protocols, intellectual property right contracts, and tenure review
processes to allow such research to take place. Such conservatism reinforces the position
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and power of the ivory tower and system of white supremacy within disciplinary
practices, often leading to superficial engagements with the diverse publics.
While power in archaeological practice is difficult to diffuse (the archaeologist
will always hold some academic and social capital as an “expert”), CBPR infused with
CRT can lead to a more inclusive, consensus-based project that challenges hierarchies
and accounts for various social capitals (Yosso 2005). Field projects run in a very
hierarchical manner, with a field director, crew chief, and excavator positioned within a
structured power paradigm. While some power is diffused to the excavators (as they
become experts of particular units they are digging), overall power is still concentrated in
the field director. A possible way to counteract this hierarchy is to utilize a methodology
based on horizontal practices. This includes a participatory planning phase in which
various individuals are involved in crafting research agendas, selecting potential sites of
excavations, and the manner of interpretation. Power can be balanced out by having
multiple viewpoints influencing each other in the ultimate selection of particular
excavations by group consensus. Within such planning, it is important to recognize the
endemic nature of racism in various institutions. An intersectional approach that accounts
for experiential narratives of collaborators is essential in formulating group consensus, or
else archaeologists risk falling into unchecked and unchallenged power dynamics of the
dominant “norm”.
One issue that stems from superficial engagement of archaeologists with diverse
publics is how they define and address issues of race, class, and gender in the past and
present. Racial formation as theorized by Omi and Winant (Orser 2007) offers both
theoretical insights and vocabulary that encourage archaeologists to contextualize race in
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the “changing sociohistorical and ideological basis of racial meaning, identity, and
power” (Hosang and Pulido 2012, 4). There is a danger in assuming that racism or racial
formation are static entities. It is important to remember that both race and racism are
dynamic and a process, rather than a noun. They exist within their own particular
historical context and reflect various social processes and pressures. It is easy for
archaeologists to fall into the trap of presentism by assuming the homogeneity of certain
cultural practices or categories across time (Brumfiel 2006). By extending the notion of
formation and process to other categories (i.e. class, gender, sexuality) in addition to
challenging periodization and “master narratives”, a richer understanding of the past and
various systems at play are possible (Ferguson 2012).
Furthermore, understood through an intersectional lens (Crenshaw 1991), the
interplay between the categories of race, class, and gender reveals the dynamic
negotiations and formations behind lived experiences and how we can account for them
in participatory planning (Kandaswamy 2012). This point of analysis allows us to explore
experiential stories in a manner that accounts for the various negotiations of race, class,
and gender within certain intergroup power dynamics (Yamamoto 2005). Therefore, by
analyzing relations outside of a black and white binary, we can better understand how,
when, and why racial, class, and gender formation occur.
3) They build community capacity
Concerns: Archaeology as Critical Race Pedagogy, Race Praxis
-What does your project do for the community? Who benefits?
-Can your project raise consciousness, be a site of collective action, or a place
for advocacy?
-What transferrable skills are being taught to the community?
-Are you leaving more for the community than when you came to the site?
-How can your project change the material conditions of the community you
work with?
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One challenge towards infusing CBPR with CRT is the determining what is the
level of participatory and to what constitutes capacity building. The African Burial
Ground project is a perfect example of how archaeological projects can build community
capacity in managing and protecting cultural resources. Such capacity building allows
communities to challenge and hold archaeologists and contractors accountable in regard
to heritage practices. Learning a distinct tool set, communities are better able to judge and
act in heritage site management (Perry and Blakey 1999).
A CRT approach to community capacity building explores Friere’s pedagogy of
the oppressed. Based off of the application of CRT in education by (Jennings and Lynn
2005; Yosso 2005) and the conceptualization of courts as spaces of cultural performance
(Yamamoto 2005; Cruz 2005), capacity building under CRT aims to raise critical
consciousness, create a space of collective action, and provide advocacy. Such capacity
building seeks to recognize that multiple knowledge systems are useful and the
experiential nature of “false consciousness” is both important to understand and untangle.
This process can be a slippery slope as such framing of knowledge systems can potential
lead to erroneous portrayals of “deficit thinking”. However, this approach does not place
people in such a category, but rather recognizes the tremendous potential within everyone
to engage in critical thinking. This engagement is reciprocal as both collaborators and
researchers can learn new, critical views from each other. The goal of counterarchaeology is to recognize various knowledge systems in order to dismantle a system of
oppression through critical consciousness. In this framework, counter-archaeology aims
to deconstruct ideologies, while simultaneously recognizing experiential differences and
the lived realities of collaborators.
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Embedded in this discussion is the potential for archaeological projects to counter
traditional power dynamics. Jennings and Lynn list the following ways in which power
dynamics are enacted in educational settings: 1) enacted within classrooms (power of
students, teachers, administrators, the state, etc. 2) rules: communicative strategies,
speech patterns, hygiene and dress, ways of writing, etc. , 3) rules reinforced by white
hegemony, such norms structure discourse of power 4) what are the rules that govern the
culture of power, how is it maintained 5) least aware of possessing power and
relinquishing it (white privilege) (2005, 27). If a project is to be truly influenced by CRT
and carried out through CBPR, it necessary for all participants to be aware of the power
dynamic at play and through self-reflection and reflexivity, recognized their own
privileges and oppressive moments. Jennings and Lynn state, “researchers from the
majority society should move beyond the “researcher-as-colonizer” paradigm and
examine their own histories of complicity and oppression in an effort to ‘mark the points
of their own marginalization’ (Quoted Villenas 1996 on 2005, 27). A project that is able
to do enact such changes will be able to foster a “liberatory form of both teaching and
learning” (2005, 28). This creates a space for critical race pedagogy and what bell hooks
calls “teaching to transgress” (1994).
Working off of Eric Yamamoto’s (2005) and Christine Zuni Cruz’s (2005)
depiction of court rooms as transformative cultural performance arenas, I want to extend
the concept of race praxis (Yamamoto 2005) and critical race pedagogy (Jennings 2005)
towards archaeological field work. The tenets of race praxis are rooted in critical
pragmatism (e.g. Paulo Freire’s program of reflective action: experience, rethinking,
translation, engagement), feminist legal theory (e.g. exposing the non-neutral legal
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meanings of family, work, equality, abuse, and welfare), environmental justice scholars
(e.g. lawyering for social change), and postmodern theory (e.g. revealing the social
construction of legal concepts presented as fixed and natural) (Yamamoto 2005, 135136). Archaeology field sites, interpretation markers, collaborative meetings, “Public
Archaeology Days”, and presentations can all be seen as a transformative performance
and spaces for critical race pedagogy. Moving away from traditional educational spaces,
critical race pedagogy extends venues for education in different arenas (Jennings and
Lynn 2005, 24). A collaborative process that allows for participatory, inclusive action
creates a space in which critical race pedagogy can manifest itself.
Jennings and Lynn explore how “Soloranzo and Yosso (1998) hypothesized that
schooling plays an important role in the maintenance of hegemony in our society, but that
it also exits as an entity than can be used to help dismantle this same hegemony” (2005,
25). Archaeology functions in a similar space both as a center for counter narrative
production and a space for critical race pedagogy. The exploration of archaeological
project dynamics runs similar to Jennings and Lynn’s view of CRT and pedagogy. They
state, “We seek to continue the delineation of critical race pedagogy as a theoretical
construct that address the complexity of race and education. In reconceptualizing critical
race pedagogy, we have identified three very broad yet closely interwoven characteristics
that form the basis for this continually evolving construct. These characteristics include:
the negotiation of power; the critique of self; and the need to be counter hegemonic”
(2005, 25).
As mentioned earlier, an archaeology field site can serve as place for critical race
pedagogy. Using excavations as place for sharing lived experiences and cultural
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performance, archaeological work can create a place for critical pedagogy that exposes
participants to various cultural capitals and knowledge systems (Yosso 2005). This
exposure can challenge dominant narratives and stereotypes, creating a deeper form of
solidarity that can be channeled into collective action. Using Yamamoto’s concept of race
praxis, archaeology projects can function as a site of anti-subordination by providing
participants with the tools to dismantle inequality by understanding the mechanism
behind their oppression. Yamamoto writes concerning the role of courts,
“reconceptualizing courts and law as part of, rather than as the pinnacle of,
political strategies for social structural change; the movement away from principal
reliance on narrow judicial remedies toward the additional use of the courts as
forums for the development and expressions of counternarratives and for the
promotion of local empowerment and community control; and the rising
importance of educational, religious, and community forums for developing and
hearing justice claims” (2005, 149).
Viewing archaeology as a forum (both during excavations and in the
dissemination of interpretations) utilizes the emancipatory and liberatory potential of
projects. By “spend(ing) less time on abstract theorizing and more time on actual
community law-based anti-subordination practice” (Yamamoto 2005, 128),
archaeologists are capable of “grounding and extending critical race theory insights
towards deeper engagement with frontline action. For many political lawyers and
community activists, it means increased attention to a critical rethinking of what race is,
how civil right claims may be both empowering and debilitating and whether legal
process and its alternatives foster or impede racial healing” (2005, 129).
4) They engage a spirit of reciprocity
Concerns: Counter Narratives and Solidarity Building
-How are you defining reciprocity? What are you giving and receiving in
return?
-What does reciprocity look like on the ground?
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-Do you recognize varying levels of reciprocity in relationship to
positionality?
-How can reciprocity lead to solidarity and collective action?
How can archaeology reach a broader constituency? CBPR infused with CRT
uses archaeology as a powerful tool for telling counter-hegemonic stories. Coupled with
experiential counter narratives (Anzaldua 1983; Crenshaw 1991; Miranda 2003; Collins
2001), archaeology can better engage diverse publics in a manner that leads to reciprocal
learning. Material culture as both tangible and intangible signifiers allows archaeologists
and various stakeholders to explore stories otherwise muted by history. When tied into
larger discussions of heritage and public history, archaeology becomes a source of
empowerment allowing for the humanization of “historical” people and life ways. The
material culture of everyday life allows people to tangibly experience history in a manner
that results in a deeper understanding of the past and its connection to the contemporary
world.
Archaeologists have increasingly challenged themselves to better communicate
information in an accessible way (Allen and Joyce 2010). One-way archaeologists can
reach a broader audience is by understanding the frustration and experiences of
marginalized people. It is important that archaeologists decenter and decolonize academic
writing (Anzaldua 1983; Miranda 2003) in order to shatter the image of the ivory tower.
Anzaldua provides the perfect template towards interrogating one’s life experience in
relation with transformative writing. Such narratives appear in archaeology Ascher and
Fairbank (1971) through “soundtracks”; Spector (1993) through vignettes; Battle-Baptiste
(2011) through oral histories. These methodologies all provide different ways in which
archaeological interpretations can explore and speak to lived experiences. Perhaps, one
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way in which archaeologists can bridge the divide between collaborator’s interpretation,
public histories, and oral accounts is by adopting the Paul Ortiz’s style of composing a
history book (2006). Ortiz uses oral histories to ground, expand and add dimension and
depth to historical narratives. By pairing his voice with various lived experiences, Ortiz
was able to decenter academic writing in a way that provided a platform for various
voices including his own as a scholar. If extended towards including the voice of
community members, archaeologists can decenter their role as the expert, creating a
multivocal, experiential account that speaks to various crowds.
The humanizing effects of experiential narratives often counteract the
dehumanization found in ideological discourse. Counter narratives allow for solidarity to
occur as it decenters master narratives, making contradictions visible through experiential
deconstruction (Cook 1990). The human element, centered in experiential stories, fosters
empathy in way that humanizes “the other” and challenges preconceived notions.
Exploring ways in which empathetic understanding can occur during workshops,
meetings, and various community functions can serve to break down ideological barriers
and stereotypes within archaeological projects. Exercises such as photo voice project,
oral histories, and documentaries can help build mutual understanding through
experiential deconstruction of lived experiences. The product of such engagement would
be a solidarity similar to the “beloved community” theorized by Martin Luther King, Jr.
(Cook 1990).
The notion of solidarity can be divisive if attached to exclusionary identity politics
and ideologies. However, the term does not have to be limited to such uses. Solidarity can
be seen as braided knowledge and decentering of dominant cultural norms. A multivocal
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and experiential approach can be conscious and celebratory of differences without
excluding someone due to sexist, classist, or racist notions (Guidorz and Berger 2009,
66). I believe such solidarity can utilize Yamamoto’s concept of intragroup healing in
order to achieve mutual understanding of various experiences and positionalities.
Intragroup healing recognizes both privileges and disadvantages within various
intergroup relations. It suggests a moral responsibility of the individual to change
inequality and not perpetuate it through everyday actions (Yamamoto 2005, 127). Such
actions can serve as an antithesis to microaggressions and lead to social justice that
benefits multiple parties.
5) They recognize the contributions of multiple knowledge systems
Concerns: How to recognize various human capital under a classless society
-How do you account for ideological differences in relation to multiple
knowledge systems?
-Do you question your own positionality and ideology?
-Do you have an empathetic understanding of experiential narratives?
-Do you recognize situated and experiential knowledges?
-Do you recognize that you may not have all the answers?
CBPR infused with CRT provides a methodological approach that decolonizes
traditional research methods while centering the contributions of multiple knowledge
systems and various capitals in research and activist projects. Decentering the cultural
capital of white supremacy would “shift (the) research lens away from a deficit view of
Communities of Color as places full of cultural poverty or disadvantages, and instead
focus on and learn from communities’ cultural assets and wealth” (Yosso 2005, 82). In
such a manner, archaeology can engage with various communities by shedding
preconceived notions of deficit thinking while addressing the value of divergent cultural
capital. This fundamental shift is essential in decolonizing academic knowledge

262

production and attracting diverse communities into the discipline while pursuing the goal
of social justice.
In these dynamics, archaeologists must strive to be race conscious and open to
understanding various cultural capitals. In order to better address various publics,
archaeologists must embrace the notion of post-racist not post-racial. We should be
cognizant of racial identities and be conscious of the way they play out in lived
experiences. It is important to instill within collaborators that stereotypes are not the end
all, but rather a snap shot of something that is dynamic instead of static. We need to
challenge portrayals that perpetuate stereotypes, while exposing people to as much
diversity as possible. Multiculturalism should not be accounted for only during “cultural
appreciation week” at school functions, but rather integrated in broader discussions
concerning interaction between people and in discussions concerning race and culture.
Archaeologists need to be race conscious in order to better engage with various publics
and truly be participatory.
Part of being race conscious is to recognize various capitals (social, cultural, and
racial) and the way they play out in traditional practices (Yosso 2005). Duncan warns
using the terms urban and inner-city as a catch all phrase, equating it to the disparaging
use of primitive in relation to Native Americans (2005:98). By using the term urban or
inner-city, deficit thinking is accompanied, creating an incorrect conceptualization of
experiential and situated knowledges. This leads to stereotypes that diminish life
experiences of individuals living in such locations. CRT in education seeks to challenge
these perceptions by valuing various cultural capitals (Yosso 2005, 73-74) such as:
1) Aspirational capital (ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in
the face of real and perceived barriers)
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2) Linguistic capital (intellectual and social skills attained through communication
experiences in more than one language and/ or style)
3) Familial capital (cultural knowledges nurtured among familia (kin) that carry a
sense of community history, memory, and cultural intuition)
4) Social capital (networks of people and community resources. These peer and
other social contacts can provide both instrumental and emotional support to
navigate through society’s institutions)
5) Navigational capital (skills of maneuvering through social institutions)
6) Resistant capital (knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional behavior
that challenges inequality)
A recognition of various social capitals in conjunction with experiential counter
narratives can lead to a greater level of solidarity. Atalay’s use of braided knowledge
serves as perfect bridge in understanding and utilizing the various cultural capitals
discussed by Yosso (2012, 27). In order to decolonize archaeology and decenter white
supremacy, archaeologist must address questions that are important to communities,
understand varied lived experiences, and most importantly learn humility. While
archaeologists may be experts in field excavations and survey methodology, other people
hold expertise and capital in numerous other aspects.
Conclusion
The methodology outlined in this chapter is a rebuke of the traditionally
hierarchical and meritocratic based way of running a field site. While tasks can be
differentiated and should as various expert knowledges “braid”, we should not hold our
positions in such a high light and see them as steadfast. Here I am pulling from Michael
Young’s very own notion of a “classless society” specifically looking at how one’s
occupation and the cultural capital assigned to it should not determine one’s worth. As
Littler notes, one of the problems with meritocracy is that it “offers a ladder system of
social mobility, promoting a socially corrosive ethic of competitive self-interest which
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both legitimizes inequality and damages community “by requiring people to be in a
permanent state of competition with each other” (Hickman 2009 quoted in 2018, 3).
Counter-archaeology directly addresses neoliberalism’s emphasis on the
individual by shifting towards decolonializing methods that forefront community and
solidarity, recognizing and including various cultural, social, economic, and symbolic
capital in all aspects of the project (Atalay 2012, Yosso 2005) while pushing back against
dominant hegemonic markers. As Littler notes, meritocracy has an “uncritical
valorization of particular forms of status, in the hierarchical ranking of professions and
status it endorses.” “Why they are there- and whether they should be there- tends to be
less discussed” (Littler 2018, 6). This includes the symbolic capital attached to
archaeologists as being gate keepers of knowledge. Calling attention and addressing such
hierarchies in a moment when ideas such as competitiveness and hyper-individuality are
the norm is a radical act in itself.
Earlier in this chapter I examined the political nature of archaeology. I stated that
archaeology cannot divorce itself from broader social movements and literature that it
draws from (e.g. Wylie 2007). As both Lipsitz (2011) and Crenshaw (2011) state, postracial politics brings the potential of a CRT infused archaeology to the forefront of
emancipatory social movements. Field projects infused with the tenets of CRT can
challenge colorblindness, the myth of meritocracy, and post-racial thinking by creating a
space for critical pedagogy and counter narrative. Counter-archaeology, a CRT infused
CBPR methodology that draws from contextually relative interdisciplinary studies, can
act as pervasive force that challenges dominant narratives while providing a horizontal
leveling of power through participatory methodology. In this manner, archaeology
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projects can shift the way participants see and interact with one another. As Emihovich
states, “We must live every day by holding ourselves accountable to this simple question:
What did I do today to help make a difference” (2005, 312). The same question should be
asked of archaeology projects and the people they engage with.
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CHAPTER 7
(EN)COUNTERING MERITOCRACY: ETHNOGRAPHY IN THE UNIT
“The first essential was to operate outside of the petty bourgeois university campus and
outside of the 'respectable' middle class suburb where I resided. My background in
Guyana was working class, but after the alienation produced by the educational system,
it was up to me to retake the initiative to rediscover my brothers and sisters. I sought
them out where they lived, worked, worshiped, and had their recreation. In turn they
'checked' me at work or at home, and together we 'probed' here and there, learning to
recognize our common humanity. Naturally they wanted to know what I stood for, what I
‘defended’. I never gave anyone money or bought them drinks; that one must leave to the
political gangsters of the two-party system. At some point I ceased to be Dr Rodney and
was addressed as 'Brother Rodney' or better still ‘Brother Wally’ That simple change
meant I was no longer a tool of the establishment but was readmitted into the moral and
cultural brotherhood of the Black man.”
-Walter Rodney, Groundings with My Brothers
“It was life changing! I learned so much about what is involved in performing an
archaeological dig. I learned about the history of the site and about Dr. James Still. I
was met with kind patient people who were willing to explain, show and model all sorts
of skills so that I could be a productive participant. I also brought back information that I
could share with my middle school students about the science elements of a dig.”
-Julie Fischer, Volunteer

Figure 7.1 Dr. Still Historic Office and Homestead Historic Marker
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Introduction
Chapter 7 explores the day to day of running a community-based archaeology
project. Working off the methodology outlined in Chapter 6, I explore the Dr. James Still
Community Archaeology Project and the ethnographic insights I was able to gather while
running the project from 2013 to 2018. Within in this timeframe, I explore my initial
engagement with the site (Lorenc 2013), towards understanding how the project
transformed over time and in turn how it transformed both the community and me. The
chapter is therefore part reflection, part overview of the rich ethnographic data that was
uncovered during the project.
In the first part of the chapter, I will provide an overview of my shift in thinking
concerning community engagement and social activism. As described in the previous
chapter, the goal of DJSCAP was to create a shift in how people interact with each other
and think about history. Such a shift resonates with a long history of black radical
thinking, e.g. creating counter narratives (Du Bois 2007, Robinson 2000), raising critical
consciousness (Césaire 2000; Cruse 2009; Fanon 2008; Freire 1970), and utilizing a
community-based scholar activist approach (Rodney 1996; Ward 2011). While my
outline for an ideal community-based project was described in Chapter 6, this chapter
deals with my attempts (successes and failures included) in carrying out a counterarchaeology while providing a summary of the work conducted between 2013 and 2017.
In the second part of the chapter I look at the very materiality of DJSCAP. As part
of the broader goal of the dissertation to understand how and why meritocracy persists in
the United States, the chapter will explore how we engrain meritocracy into the built
environment. Utilizing various aspects of DJSCAP, from interviews, to excavation, to
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volunteering and donations, I pinpoint how meritocratic thinking is externalized via our
interaction and interpretation of the material world. First, I explore how and why
archaeology is perceived in the manner it is, utilizing the theoretical framework from
Chapter 2, I use an object elicitation I designed called “ethnography in the unit” to
understand how archaeology functions both as method and metaphor. Following this, I
utilize a materiality theory-based focus to excavate meritocracy out of the built
environment, exploring specifically the actors and actants revolving around the Education
Center. I specifically explore how volunteering leaves material traces that both reinforce
and promote the meritocratic caring of historic sites, reinforcing public perceptions of
labor and hard work as the solution to historic neglect.
Reflections on Counter-Archaeology: Insights from the Field
Reflecting on my execution of counter-archaeology, I recount a question that
consistently popped up in mind while doing fieldwork, “What is the current state of
social justice discourse and how are we falling short in our activism?” From the “calling
out” culture to the moral high grounding of theory, I find myself asking whether scholars
are interested in social justice or the moral and academic capital they receive from
claiming their work as such. Did we lose our anthropological toolkit? Have we lost our
empathetic ear? These questions take on even more importance concerning the results of
the recent election in the United States. Anthropology as a discipline is needed now more
than ever to “build bridges” across vast differences. I ask how we can do this better?
I fear that in our pursuit of a particular activism, we have dehumanized and
excluded actors whose viewpoints do not sit well with ours. Coupled with wellintentioned use of critical theory, we run the risk of essentializing identities when we
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engage in an “us” vs “them” mentality. While this differentiation of us and them has
some validity in situations where the power dynamics are all too obvious (things like hate
speech, acts of violence, systemic discrimination) it begins to fall apart when we turn
against those who are caught in the precarity of the day to day grind. In a particular
conception of social justice, we categorize the people we work with as “Conservative” or
“Liberal” assuming a whole number of traits that go with those terms. We lose the
anthropological rigor and go for the short hand that comes in the form of an appetizing
snack called critical theory. This use of theory achieves an anthropology wedded to a
perverse version of social justice, one that is all or nothing at the cost of empathetically
listening to and understanding the reality our participants exist in and construct. And
when you don’t marshal critical theory in a manner that assumes a whole host of a priori
assumptions, you are seen as compromising, not theoretically informed enough, or
“missing the picture”. You are considered a tool of the neoliberal agenda or the colonizer,
labels that makes it impossible to see the nuance that anthropology does so well in
bringing out. Within all of this debate, we miss the opportunity of creating a truly
collaborative relationship.
Let me be more specific. What I am critiquing here is not social justice itself but a
particular social justice model of community engagement that does more to harm our
relationship with collaborators than it does to build them. This type of engagement is
based in a particular elitism that stems from our desire to change the world around us by
having “everyday” folk see the light, specifically our light. Perhaps this is more of a
confession than an attack on the current discipline. What I have struggled the most in my
execution of CBPR is balancing my understanding of critical theory and social activism
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with method. It became obvious to me while excavating this past summer that my
accidental discovery was my very own relation to the site and the field of anthropology. I
found myself guilty of the aforementioned use of critical social theory in my attempts of
articulating CRT with CBPR. I came into the project antagonistic to the people I called
community, assuming the worst in their actions and words, trying to find and call out the
moments where my suspicions of white supremacy ran rampant through the committee I
sit on. Theory became the only lens I viewed my project through. I felt detached from the
lived realities of my “collaborators”, an outsider to what they were thinking and feeling.
Admittedly, my accidental discovery in CBPR came from my engagement with
the work of Daniel Miller (2001), whose The Poverty of Morality piece complicated my
understanding of theory and morality in academic scholarship. By examining the groundup experiences of those caught in the myriad web of political economic forces, social and
historical contexts, and everyday meaning making, I began to question how morality
played a part in CBPR, how it might be affecting the way I have functioned at the site.
My engagement with the moralizing elements of critique forced me to examine my own
social activism by taking a step back and listening to what my collaborators were telling
me, especially during conversations that were at odds with what I believed.
What exactly did I believe? I saw the historical narratives produced at the site
reify the notion of meritocracy, specifically the ways in which “social Darwinism” is
common sense. For me this was dangerous. Exposed to community-based archaeology
literature, I began my journey in 2013 as a master student who wanted to decolonize their
practice, obliterate white supremacy, and dismantle the myth of meritocracy. I found
myself in an awkward position when I approached the descendant and local community
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(defined broadly as anyone who is involved with the Still site or has an invested interest
in it). At first, I was passive, offering help in any way that I could, always worrying
whether I was overstepping my bounds or exerting my white male privilege. In a sense, I
was complicit with community goals, especially concerning what the descendant
community wanted to do. To me, the descendant community were the only stakeholders
that mattered. I was hypervigilant to make sure that was the case due to the history of
exclusion many descendant groups faced in archaeological practices. Then came the first
falling out. The infighting between a descendant and the leader of the local community. I
was caught in the middle of a fight that frankly I was not prepared for. A fight that had
nothing to do with me but had everything to do with building collaboration at the site. For
the first time, I began to question how I viewed stakeholders at the site, when I started to
see more and more a pattern of abuse, dishonesty, and fabrication. I tried to rationalize it
and approach it anthropologically, falling back on my social theory to explain the actions
I was witnessing. I was not prepared to account for interpersonal politics, differences in
personalities, or ulterior motives, especially coming from someone who I assumed was
on the “good side”. My social theory had no answers for on the ground interpersonal
relationships. I felt lost. My hyper-concentration on the structures that produced social
inequalities tinted my perception of the stakeholders involved, leaving me wondering
what could have been done.
After the first descendant left the project, I was confused on where I stood in
relation to the project. I just entered a doctoral program and wanted to make sure that my
collaboration efforts did not go to waste. After the falling out, the figurehead of the
community project, although amicable with me, became a target for broader outrage
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(particularly in regard to decision making processes and power dynamics at the site).
Although another descendant joined the project in a leadership position, things did not get
better as interpersonal politics once again forced multiple members to leave the project.
This seemed to be the pattern for the past 3 years that I have been involved at the site.
The debate over who has power, who ultimately gets to tell the story, who gets the
recognition, became a reoccurring debate. The best thing that I could do in this volatile
situation is not push forward with my plans for excavations or any other broader ideas I
had about the site. A decision that does not reflect well in your CV, specifically in
relation to the “products produced” section. How do you even begin to explain your
ethical and moral obligations as a researcher in relations to obvious gaps in publications?
However, I argued that timing is perhaps the most important part of the collaboration
process. To begin excavating would have opened a can of worms in a toxic, contentious
environment. Sometimes the best thing to do is wait. So I waited.
The community and committee members shifted around, like they always do. As a
graduate student it feels impossible to write about it without the dynamics changing the
following week, making your work untimely and unfair in scope and portrayal. We are
now on our 4th iteration of a committee with what seems to be the most stable group
dynamic so far. Things began to change. A new direction was forged towards creating an
environment in which conducting archaeology was not only feasible but desirable.
During the first year of the new committee, we were fortunate to get a state historical
commission grant that allowed for the archaeology project to begin in the Spring of 2016.
The committee was supportive and excited that the project would bring attention to the
education center and restoration efforts for the Historic Office. The archaeology began
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and my understanding of what expertise looks like in the collaboration process would
shift towards a sense of uneasiness as I was given more responsibility and say.
Part of the reason why I was taken aback was that the new committee had full
faith and urged me to move forward with the project. They were on board and gave me
all the support to do what I want. I felt uncomfortable, wondering how this would be
deemed CBPR if I was making all the decisions. At every step I could imagine, I asked
for help in designing and executing the project. Yet, I was told numerous times that I
have to grab the “bull by the horns” and just “do it” by various members of the education
center oversite committee. Collaboration in the way I imagined it would “slow the
process down” and I need to “just tell people what I need from them”. I felt the clutches
of neoliberal reasoning asking myself, was this still CBPR?
I want to argue that yes, CBPR can function on multiple levels of collaboration
even in instances when expertise takes over or when our relations with collaborators
preclude a particular framing of social justice. This is a particular move away from the all
or nothing mentality of critical social engagement, a sort of “soft” approach that leaves us
more flexible with the nuances of day to day collaboration. The goal of this reflection
was in part to share the experience of being a graduate student attempting to perform this
kind of work and what this looks like on the ground. Throughout my dissertation
research, I have come to recognize the importance of maintaining your expertise, not
because it separates me from the community, but because of the very amplification it
offers to the collaboration process.
I argue that the crux of CBPR is not to feel weighed down by questions such as
“am I doing enough” or “is this community-based enough”. These questions are
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obviously important and demonstrate how CBPR is a form of praxis, but at the same time
they can be paralyzing. Perhaps moving towards a softer version of CBPR where we ask
the question “When and where can I do more” takes the impetus off the researcher to feel
responsible for the entirety of what is going on. Understanding that we can always do
more, but within reason, becomes a way in which we do not feel the great weight of
“changing the world”. Furthermore, asking the community what they think is an
appropriate level of collaboration also helps dissuade feelings of inadequacy. There were
numerous times when I felt paralyzed by CBPR only to get a response from my
collaborators that I am overthinking it and that it would be fine to just go ahead with my
plans.
This idea of “just do it” and “run with the momentum” is off-putting at first. I
began to see in this discourse the very meritocratic ideology that I sought to disrupt at the
site. For me, slowing down and thinking methodologically about what the best for longterm engagement might be was more important than the immediate gratification we
would receive from moving forward with the project. Part of this discomfort came from
my previous experiences at the site, were other committee members were chastised for
moving forward too quickly without group input for convenience and efficiency sake. In
those moments, process was more important than the final product for the community.
Yet for me the reverse became true, the community was more concerned with the product
that would come from excavating. The push by committee members to start the
archaeological dig was only the stepping-stone for doing something tangible at the site.
Labor in itself became a form of meaning making for the broader community.
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So what was I to make of this shift? As Atalay (2012) notes, the key to CBPR is
recognizing the power dynamics at play and ensuring that the ability to make decisions is
available to all participants, not just the researcher. This does not abdicate the researcher
from decision making, but rather asks them to reflect on the decision-making process and
level of community engagement in order to act appropriately in relation to broader
community concerns. My accidental discovery of how meritocracy functions at the site
showed me that critical theory does have a place in CBPR, but it should not be used to
judge or condemn the people we are working with. Rather, we should use theory to
engage in an empathetic anthropology that makes sense of particular social and historical
contexts and the way people make sense of their lived realities. How can we work within
these dynamics? How does this collaboration look like on the ground?
What I envision is a relationship with collaborators that is similar to what Martin
Luther King Jr. called the “beloved community” (Cook 1990). One where the awareness
of conflict’s inevitability is tempered by our ability to find common ground and peaceful
resolutions. But how do we bridge this chasm? Well, part of my solution comes from my
own understanding of meritocracy. During excavations this past summer, often
succumbing to the monotony of digging, strangers from diverse backgrounds would
discuss their life and experiences. It is in this exchange that I begin reformulating my
understanding of meritocracy and what it meant to people. Part of the accidental
discovery I had with the myth of meritocracy came from such moments where I described
my research interests and received feedback from various members of the community.
These rich ethnographic moments opened doors towards understanding how the uplift
narrative of Dr. James Still resonated with the broader public through notions of hope,
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ambition, and the good life, all of which get downplayed through a strict critique of the
bootstrap myth.
I came to an understanding that the people we work with may have drastically
different political views, ideas about life, or ways of doing things that often run contrary
to our beliefs or intended project goals. Rather than being condescending by suggesting
that their views are “against their own interests”, I suggest that we come to understand
why they hold the views they do and work towards a common ground that is based off of
mutual understandings. Something that my collaborators referred to as “breaking bread”.
This type of collaborative relationship is only possible through empathy and open
communication not judgment and dismissiveness.

Figure 7.2 Visitors at the Site
To be in a collaborative partnership therefore is to feel uncomfortable. To bear
witness to ideas that we may think are fundamentally wrong (Seligman et al 2016). We
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are entering into a different field in the Bourdieun sense, recognizing that the day to day
concerns and activities of the people we work with may not neatly line up with our
preconceived notions. While a lot of this may sound obvious, we frequently succumb to
the emotional toil of social justice work, replicating the divisiveness we see on social
media, creating echo chambers that make us feel better about ourselves and our work.
The academic capital we receive from such work is further cemented in a neoliberal
university where community engagement has become yet another check box on our to do
list. The nature of collaboration however requires us to move beyond obtaining yet
another technical skill towards something more interpersonal, something more
compassionate (Seligman et al 2016).
I do not find anything that I am saying at odds with decolonizing the practice of
anthropology or engaging in a social justice praxis. However, it is all too easy to use
these theories to fixate on some form of false consciousness rather than a ground-up
approach that rescues the portrayal of the people we work with. We know that in order
for CBPR to work, it will have to be contextualized to our particular site and moment.
Structural racism is a real thing and theories such as “white fragility” (DiAngelo 2011)
can be useful in revealing its patterns, allowing us to collaborate more effectively rather
than being dismissive. Theory should be used to open up conversations rather than
shutting them down. This is the exact place where Atalay’s “braided knowledge” allows
us to come to a deeper understanding of the day to day lived experiences of our
collaborators and our own “expertise” and theoretical contributions. Through braided
knowledge, we can bridge the gap that exists between varying viewpoints and
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communities, forging in its wake a “plaited relationship” that will be able to weather the
inevitable storms that come with collaboration.

Figure 7.3 Volunteer Appreciation BBQ at the Dr. James Still Education Center
As we begin to amass data from the various applications of CBPR we will be able
to provide more case studies and examples to pull from. For me CBPR and CRT are
essential to my particular context. Medford is a town that recently voted for Trump in the
elections. In the past, they had a Tea Party mayor. The character of the town is clearly
split between the well-off folks living in the historic section and the rural folks living in
the traditional farm areas. Yet, the Dr. Still story resonates with both sides. Volunteers
were not limited to this dynamic though, they came from all over New Jersey with their
own nuanced understandings of meritocracy. The same can be said for the descendant
community who themselves are not a homogenous group and have their own vested
interests. For me, being empathetic was the only way I could engage these differences. It
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was the only way for me to open up spaces to talk about white supremacy and
meritocracy without having people shut down. While theory gave me the ability to
understand the complex nature of these differences, it was operationalizing an empathetic
anthropology that opened the doors for building collaborative relationships. For me
embracing CBPR as praxis allowed for this to occur. When I began to understand the
project through the eyes of my volunteers, I began to finally interrogate the idea of
meritocracy anthropologically.
The Project from Volunteers’ Eyes
Concerning how volunteers felt about the project, I asked numerous questions via
exit surveys that allowed them to reflect on their experiences. The following are some of
the responses I received:
•

Can you describe your experiences on the project?
F.F.: “As someone who had only a limited background in archaeology, I had only
studied it in the classroom and had never participated in field work. After learning
some basic excavation techniques these methods of excavation soon became
second nature. This allowed me to experience the adrenalin “rush” that comes
with discovering an artifact, no matter how seemingly insignificant.
A.E.: “I enjoyed the entire process of digging at the site. I met a lot of very nice,
interesting people and liked the thrill of the hunt for artifacts.”
H.P.: “A lot of careful layered digging with fellow enthusiasts, to uncover and
document fragile buried items.... and lots of sifting/”
J.F.: “It was life changing! I learned so much about what is involved in
performing an archaeological dig. I learned about the history of the site and about
Dr. James Still. I was met with kind patient people who were willing to explain,
show and model all sorts of skills so that I could be a productive participant. I
also brought back information that I could share with my middle school students
about the science elements of a dig.”
C.B.: “Sadly, I was only there for a few days total. My time and experiences
there though were very much positive. I will delve into this further in an
upcoming question.”
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•

How would you describe what archaeology is to someone else?
F.F.: “Archaeology is the discipline whose methods help to provide us with the
tangible evidence of our past in the form of artifacts.
H.P.: ““The digging up of old artifacts, and re-burying them in research papers.”
Or better- “The study of past civilizations, through finding and examining their
physical remains on and in the earth.”
J.F.: “I would describe archaeology as a discipline that connects people with the
past by collecting, cataloging and preserving objects that tell a story of the past
using tangible objects.”
C.B.: “I would describe it as the excavation and studying of artifacts to help
further our knowledge of an event or time and the people involved. The artifacts
can help support or disprove what we “know” to be factual.”

•

What would you say is the point of doing archaeology?
F.F.: “As an historian, I view archaeology and history as disciplines which
compliment one other. Although they are different in method, they are both ways
of explaining our past and are therefore interrelated. I believe that the statement
“Archaeology makes history ‘come to life’ “is a valid one.
A.E.: “I think the point of doing archaeology is to learn about how people lived in
the past.”
H.P.: “If the past is prologue to the future, then the study of past civilizations can
provide guidance to our own civilization, on advances to be made and mistakes to
avoid in our own future.”
J.F.: “The point of doing archaeology is to make sure these tangible items aren’t
lost forever.”

•

Did archaeology add to your understanding of the Dr. James Still story? If
so, what did it add?
F.F.: “Archaeology helped my understanding of the Dr. James Still story by
making me realize his “humanness.” Although he was a great man, he was a man
like any other: a man who possessed the mundane and trivial objects needed to
survive from day to day.
H.P.: “The cistern found on the dig this year may have been important to Dr.
Still’s preparation of his medicines in his remaining office building. The other
smaller artifacts like pottery fragments found will hopefully allow Marc to
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provide a better glimpse into the history of the site after Dr. Still’s residence there
(i.e., after 1882).”
J.F.: “Yes, being part of the project connected me to people with a common goal,
that of preserving artifacts of a prominent man’s life and his contribution to
society.”
C.B.: “I would love to say yes here. I think the more truthful answer here, for me,
would have to be no. I only had the pleasure of being involved for a few days
digging and one lab day. I “felt” like I was getting closer to knowing Mr. Still
with the artifacts that were being pulled up. I believe to answer this question
better I would have to spend more time with all the artifacts as well as more
research into Dr. Still.”
•

Can you comment on how the project was ran and structured? Did it allow
you to participate to extent you wanted to?
F.F.: “I thought that the project was run extremely well. I was able to contribute
my time in a manner which fit my schedule.
A.E.: “I think the project was structured and run perfectly. I would have like to
participate more if my work scheduled allowed it.”
H.P.: “Marc Lorenc, the U Mass-Amherst grad student leading the dig project to
obtain material for his PhD, ran the project very well. He and his assistant, Liz
(also from Amherst), explained how we amateurs could participate, usually
demonstrating in all aspects, what was required to carefully perform thorough and
detailed work. I was pleased to be able to participate in the layered digging,
measuring and recording wall artifacts and soils, and sifting through the excavated
soil for further artifacts.”
J.F.: “The project was well organized and it was easy to be part of the team. Marc
was patient and willing to answer any and all questions. The supplies were
available to perform the tasks and there was a sense of community.”
C.B.: “I feel Marc Lorenc did a fantastic job running the dig. Actually, I believe
that would better be stated as “guiding” the dig. There was a great blend of
guidance, education, and encouragement coming from Mr. Lorenc. This
transferred into a sense of ownership by the volunteers. I had the opportunity to
participate in everything I wanted to, plus was encouraged to step out of my
comfort zone to help measure and draw out a profile of an excavation. The only
suggestion I would offer up for the future would be for Mr. Lorenc to utilize an
associate to help lighten the load on him during the dig. His performance as
leader of this group never suffered, but at that pace he is bound to burn out too
early and that would be a loss to many.”
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•

Can you speak to the sense of community at the dig? What sticks out the
most experience wise?
F.F.: “I was very impressed by the sense of community and camaraderie at the
dig. It brought together people from different backgrounds who all shared a
common interest and were working toward a common goal. This was exemplified
by the participation of a gentleman involved in a Harvard University Medical
School program which empowers minority youths.
A.E.: “There was a great sense of community at the dig. What sticks out the most
was talking with people that I would have no interaction with in my day to day
life. I also enjoyed when Marc's parents came to visit the site.”
H.P.: “The participants developed a sense of camaraderie digging under the shade
of the tents. We traded life stories and listened to music off my cell phone as we
were working. I met Roni Strain and her sister Gail, and my father and I were
able to translate some German letters they had, before he died in October.”
J.F.: “The sense of community was awesome! Everyone was there to support the
project and each other. Every time something was unearthed, we all gathered
around and cheered! What sticks out the most experience wise? The most
important part was being part of something bigger than myself and doing the job
with other like-minded individuals.”
C.B.: “I got involved in formal archaeology a few years ago and have participated
in public digs, closed digs by invitation, and some field schools. Never have I
seen a crew of people work so well together and be so into the task as these
volunteers. It really blew me away. Considering the diverseness of the crew,
their backgrounds, and their reasons for being there. There were no egos and
nothing but teamwork. Quality people along with quality guidance made this a
dig I was proud to be a part of.”

•

Are there any memorable moments you would like to share?
F.F.: “A personal memory that I took from the project was my discovering a spice
bottle with the inscription “McCormick and Sons, Baltimore, MD.” It was traced
to circa 1920. At one time I lived in Hunt Valley, MD (northern Baltimore
County) about half a mile from the McCormick Plant. Finding that spice bottle
during the dig was tangible evidence which provide a link not only to the history
of that plant, but also to my own past. This speaks to the inseparable nature of
History and Archaeology.
A.E.: “My favorite day at the site was when Annabelle found the earring. It was
so small, and I was so excited to watch her uncover it.”
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H.P.: “Unearthing a pottery fragment with writing, on 8/4/17; participating at the
BBQ on 8/5; filling in the excavated now tarped holes on 8/8.”
J.F.:” The volunteer barbeque was very memorable as Sam and his family were
genuinely grateful for everything everyone was doing to preserve the site for
others to learn from.”
C.B.: “There was a lot of excitement over excavating the iron table, but for me the
most memorable part was the feeling of teamwork within the group.”

Central to the majority of these responses is a common appreciation for the sense of
community that was experienced during DJSCAP. While archaeology was the medium
we used to bring people together, it was the experience of partaking in a common goal
that made it meaningful. Coupled with horizontal organizational structure, volunteers
developed a sense of skin in the game, with many people wanting to be when they can (a
trend I saw with people who had 9-5 jobs and were disappointed when they were stuck at
work and not at the dig). In addition to very exciting prospects of never knowing what
might be uncovered, there was a sense of fervor at the site that allowed DJSCAP to
achieve its broader goals of capacity building and community engagement. I will now
shift focus to exploring the project more from an ethnographic perspective on materiality.
The Materiality of CBPR
I want to stress the connection between materiality and praxis in this moment.
CBPR as theory in practice has a certain materiality to it. While the product may not
always be a publishable paper, we do produce and actively shape the site and people we
work with (i.e. site reports, geophysical maps, etc.). My fear is that due to the
neoliberalization of the university, we have shifted our attention from the nuanced ways
CBPR works on the ground to the way it is written about and consumed by scholars. We
have become too quick to judge, too quick to dismiss projects that do not fit a particular
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theoretical lens. I argue that we should follow a malleable form of collaboration, one that
is not rooted in the all or nothing mentality typically associated with particular critical
social theory. One that is not full of judgments and essentialized identities. One that sees
community research as process, not failure if we do not achieve the social change we
desire. One that uses theory for building relationships not solely for moral high grounding
and critique (Atalay et al 2014).
Under such framing, DJSCAP is an exercise in engaging an anthropology of hope
and empathy, not too dissimilar from the scholar activism of Walter Rodney as described
in his work The Groundings with my Brothers (1996). Groundings for Rodney stem from
the Rastafari practice of critical self-reflection concerning day to day circumstances that
impinge on one’s well-being. The idea of “reasoning” with one another leads to a sense
of critical reflection that forges stronger, more empathetic relationships. For me, these
groundings can occur in the act of excavating by having strangers with different
viewpoints coming together in a test unit. I call this an archaeological grounding, with a
play on words purposely calling attention to the cooperative act of moving dirt and the
reasoning that occurs in the process. The following methodology, “ethnography in the
unit”, is an object elicitation method I developed which demonstrates how archaeologists
can gather and synthesize various strands of data during their excavations in order to
come to a more holistic understanding of historic sites.
Ethnography in the Unit: Archaeology as Elicitation
“It was the 50s and a teacher I knew was blacklisted for being a Marxist,” said
Alma, an 83-year-old African American volunteer as we dug a 1x1 in the heat of July.
Alma grew up in Newark, NJ during the height of the Red Scare. Her father was a blue-
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collar factory worker who would come home to the local worker’s party newspaper. It
was there that Alma was first exposed to Marxism. Alma mentioned how she couldn’t
help but read the paper growing up. She would come home from school and it would be
there sitting on the dinner table. To her, Marxism was just another set of ideas that she
agreed with, shaping her politics and that of her friends in their formative years. Hearing
some of her viewpoints, I asked why she thinks that there is such a backlash against
Marxism, and she answered, “power, you know…who gets to tell the stories, most people
don’t know the whole story”.

Figure 7.4 Volunteers Excavating
Our conversations shifted towards some of the books she has been reading,
specifically the critical histories of Zinn, Takaki, and DuBois and how they examine
questions of race, class, gender, and power as they relate to capitalism and the histories
we learn. She mentioned that, “I never felt that communism understood the nuances of
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race or American culture, however I identify with its basic tenets”. As we talked, the
other volunteers in the test unit were shocked to hear such a frank discussion about
Marxism, something I am sure they were not expecting that morning. I was therefore
surprised to hear the candor that followed. For many, it was the first time they heard
about Marxism in such an open, favorable light. One volunteer remarked, “This
conversation makes me feel stupid…I have so much reading to do, I feel like I am way
behind”, while another said that the problem with today is that “social media divides us
and people no longer know how to accept differences of opinion or hear new ideas”.
Alma, with her powerful life experiences and disarming charm, created a powerful
ethnographic moment.
Here it is notable that the structure of a CBPR project lends itself to creating such
ethnographic moments. Specifically, by centering the practice of excavation, we can
explore how the test unit itself elicits a number of responses from volunteers allowing for
an excavation of memory and historical subjectivities to occur. Grounded in materiality
theory, archaeology methodologically elicits reflection and critical inquiry, creating a
space for various forms of cultural performances and critical consciousness raising to
occur. It is therefore useful to explore this trajectory and outline a methodology that was
field tested in the summers of 2016 and 2017 during the Dr. James Still Community
Archaeology Project (DJSCAP) in Medford, NJ. Using archaeology as an elicitation
methodology, one can see how the act of excavation leads to ethnographic insights into
the creation, maintenance, and normalization of historical subjectivities. Specifically, I
will concentrate on three parts of this methodology: 1) The role of CBPR in structuring
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day to day relations at the site, 2) The use of materiality theory in object elicitation, and
3) exploring archaeology as cultural performance and critical pedagogy.

Figure 7.5 “Groundings” with Volunteers
Central to carrying out this methodology is a CBPR approach to archaeology that
centers diversity, inclusion, and horizontal decision making. DJSCAP was deliberately
designed to nurture the opportunity to not only partake in an archaeological excavation
but to structure it, all without worrying about the cost of a traditional field school. This
allowed people who otherwise could not attend a field school to garner archaeological
training and experience. As a cost-free project that is by, for, and with the community, a
bottom-up approach to archaeology created a particular dynamic at the site that allowed
me to conduct ethnographic interview on a variety of topics with a wide representation of
the broader community, that may have otherwise seemed forced in a formal interview
setting. For instance, imagine sitting down with someone and asking them to discuss how
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they come to understand themselves in relation to broader historical patterns? Now
imagine using archaeology to facilitate the act of reflection and introspection through an
engagement with artifacts, excavation, and other strangers. A test unit allows members
of the community to come together and build trust with each other overtime by laboring
together during the high heat of the summer. By creating mutual trust through the act of
archaeology, DJSCAP was able to create a sense of community that is often difficult to
create in other social situations. Archaeology becomes the mediator and facilitator of
conversations allowing for a variety of idle talk to occur with such questions like “What
do you do for a living”, “Did anyone do anything fun last night” or “Have you ever read
Zinn’s work” punctuating day to day conversations. A CBPR archaeology project does
the social work of building trust and rapport between participants, creating a space in
which participants are exposed to other cultures, ways of life, and experiences on a more
level playing field.
A poignant example of such solidarity building occurred the morning after the
shooting of Philando Castille. Instead of starting the dig as scheduled, members of the
community and myself stood outside of our equipment barn discussing what exactly
happened the night before. Xavier, an African American college student was quick to
share his experiences of getting pulled over in Burlington County for no other reason than
being as he put it “black and suspicious”. Alma, outlined how she still gets profiled in
supermarkets and big chain stores, sharing an experience she had at Macy’s concerning a
sale’s associates reluctance to accept her credit card without proof of ID, even though a
white customer on line before her checked out with a card without any questions. As
members of the community continued to share their experiences, it was difficult for other
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members of the community to ignore or not believe what their field partners discussed.
The solidarity built over the familiarity of excavating with each other, made community
members more receptive to difficult, politically loaded conversations, even those who
frequently posted #bluelivesmatter on their Facebook.
Such structured occurrences begin to resemble what scholar activist Walter
Rodney, experienced as “Groundings” (2008). Groundings is a Rastafari practice were
community members hold meetings to reason and reflect on various topics from
contemporary issues, to historical injustices, all as an act of rooting oneself and reimagining alternatives to what we know and what can be. I view CBPR archaeology
projects as a place for such “groundings”. By deconstructing what really goes on when
we dig, we can open up interesting avenues for ethnographic inquiry. For example,
instead of viewing the test unit as a means of extracting artifacts and knowledge by
extension, what if we view it as a conduit for gathering and remembering. The very act of
doing archaeology and engaging with materiality makes people introspective and
reflective on their past.
Performing informal ethnographic inquiries during the moment of excavation
allows us to tap into a rich data set of how people come to understand the process of
archaeology. In addition to objects eliciting responses, the combination of
intergenerational volunteers and a diverse group of strangers allows for a space in which
people end up interviewing each other and learning about one another through various
acts of performance, reminiscing, and understanding. Returning to the conversation that
Alma started that day, we see this in action. The volunteers in the test unit were able to
“break bread” and listen to each other through the act of excavating. The test unit itself

290

became a space for cultural performance and intergenerational transmission of
knowledge, memories, and lived experiences. Digging creates a sense of community
through shared relational experiences (see Archibald 2008 concerning “relationality” in
indigenous methodology).

Figure 7.6 Descendant Samuel Still with Volunteer
I had the privilege of meeting many volunteers and hearing their life stories.
While not exhaustive, the following excerpts are from my field journal reflecting on the
wide variety of issues and topics I discussed with volunteers:
•

A visit from Steve: Steve and myself got into a long conversation about the EPA
(which he worked for back when it started) and environmental protection laws
and effects on people more broadly. He detailed how this was an emerging field
when he began, and everyone was learning on the fly. He worked in Europe in the
1990s specifically with Eastern European countries who wanted to become part of
the E.U. He was working with them so that they can be compliant with
environmental law and standards agreed upon by members of the E.U. Steve and I
discussed how environmental law is necessary but also how he can understand the
ways in which people become frustrated by governmental red tape. His says a lot
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of congressmen work in silos and pass laws for particular industries with regards
to how it may affect other laws/ industries that were not immediately affected.
What you have, as he said, was confusion about which law to follow which
slowed down projects. We discussed how profit has now become the goal of any
debate concerning regulation.
•

Eva the schoolteacher: I was talking to Eva in the unit about her background.
She teaches science and math in a Quaker school in Cinnaminson. She kept
stressing to her grandson Jaylen how science is all about messing up and finding
out the answers. She finds archaeology interesting because it does a hands-on job
towards teaching something like the Pythagorean theorem, grids and mapping,
and general scientific inquiry. The fascination with the archaeological craft was
also noticeable in Frank’s experience who noted that he likes archaeology because
it is a hands-on way of experiencing history. Another volunteer, Barbara, loves
the craft and methodology part of fieldwork, specifically how we document and
recover information. Both insights seem to be the main idea that volunteers like
about archaeology, relating the process of craft to science and discovery.

•

Sue the Quaker: She was a long-time Medford resident who has family that dates
to the area back into the1800s. Her great, great, great, grandfather was the town’s
pharmacist. She is a Quaker who brought up institutional racism as a big topic in
the yearly and monthly Quaker meetings that she attends. Specifically, she used
terms such as institutional racism, privilege, whiteness, intergenerational wealth,
etc. to describe the conversation that Quakers are having. She said that the group
is actively challenging their inactivity concerning contemporary racial issues (the
idea that Quakers were abolitionists isn’t a pass for turning a blind eye towards
contemporary racial politics in her words). She says this is a big issue in the
community and obviously there are multiple sides concerning what to do. On a
later day Sue returned and gifted me a book (McDaniel and Juyle 2009).

•

Chris the avocational archaeologist: Chris loves archaeology and works with
the ASNJ (Archaeological Society of New Jersey) alongside his daughter who
was not able to join us today because of swim practice. He says at sites he is used
to be treated as grunt labor (carrying buckets, moving dirt, sifting, etc.) and has
never had “trowel experience”. When I asked him why that is, he said mostly
because students pay for the field school so they get priority (which he did not
have a problem with saying that “they spent money so they should get preferential
treatment”). I told him about our project and how we are really trying to give
people the opportunity to learn archaeology without having to pay for it. This
means not just relying on volunteers for grunt work but taking the time to teach
volunteers the methods and provide instruction. Chris was very appreciative and
mentioned how grateful he was to learn how to dig. Being that his job has a
shifting schedule he can only come twice a week (which I told him we can
accommodate).
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•

Manish and the American Dream: Manish told me about is coming to America
story in the test unit. He came to America about 25 years ago from India, from a
Western state of the country. We got into a discussion about why and he told me
it was because his aunt and uncles were both professionals and they came to the
U.S. in the late 70s and early 80s as a nurse and engineer respectively. Manish
was very open about the visa process (he himself had to wait 10 years before
being approved). His aunt was his sponsor. Manish also mentioned that he did not
have a negative view of British colonialism. In his eyes they did much to
modernize India. Specifically, he was discussing how heritage sites laws were
very lax and that the country is still behind on them, but the British “taught”
people how to take care of “rediscoveries”. He says the country was behind in
managing heritage sites because the people in charge were corrupt and greedy,
using money for themselves rather than the site. This might explain why our
earlier encounter about who is making money from the Still site might have been
shaped by his perception of Indian heritage management. After discussing how
the project is ran and why, Manish became a frequent volunteer, buying into the
community work ethic we adopted.

•

Test Unit 11 and Social Issues: One of my favorite morning conversations
occurred on a Saturday dig when I sat with a group of new volunteers. Not
knowing how the conversation would go I opened with the classic line “So tell me
about yourselves”. With that, I lit off a spark that opened broader insights into
social issues as experienced by the volunteers themselves. Elizabeth C., was
hesitant, unsure of the politics of the people in the unit she was on, saying that she
works for Planned Parenthood. The members of the unit said she should feel
comfortable talking and we got into a great conversation about healthcare, women
reproductive rights, misinformation, underfunding, fear of people acting out on
misinformation, what services they actual provide. When she relayed the story of
having to use security guards to make sure she gets to her car safely after work,
everyone sympathized with her and the larger attack on her employer.
Another volunteer in the unit, Teresa, used to work for “big pharma” as
she called it. Said that in the 80s when she started, they were better but now she
cannot work for them knowing what they do ethically. She kept referring to the
“golden handcuffs” that their employees have which dissuade them from leaving
by paying them enough to forget about the moral implications of their work.
Another participant, Julie used to work for Sunoco in Philadelphia region but
moved back to Medford. She was very empathetic with everyone’s story, listening
closely to what everyone was sharing. Finally, there was Asiyah who was an
anthropology major at the university of Memphis. She had an interest in physical
and medical anthropology. She recently moved to the area with her husband
whose job moved here. She is getting familiar with the area. Her research interest
centered around environmental racism, a topic that spark further discussions in the
unit
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So what is going on here? How exactly does excavation serve as a mode of
elicitation? Such a methodology necessitates another form of grounding, one in
materiality theory. Archaeology is at its best when it embraces the craft in relation to
broader social theories. Much of my approach to archaeology comes from GonzálezRuibal’s introduction to “Reclaiming Archaeology”, where he convincingly shows why
archaeologists excavate, situating the praxis of archaeology in a broader historical
context. As González-Ruibal powerfully argues, we must view “Archaeology as
constituted by modernity, modernity as constituted by archaeology and archaeology as an
exploration of modernity” (González-Ruibal 2013, 2). Archaeology should not be
relegated to the rear when it comes to theoretical production. Instead, we must embrace
what an archaeological approach adds to questions of memory and modernity. We as
archaeologists must make clear where theory intersects with our work and how the
archaeological practice grounds it. The process of excavating therefore necessitates a
multi-pronged approached to what I call “archaeological groundings”. Specifically, I see
three uses of this term at the DJSCAP: 1. Similar to Rodney’s “Grounding with my
Brothers” as an act of critical consciousness raising, 2. The process of producing
knowledge through excavation, and 3. A combination of both these tenants to ground
social theory via middle-range theory.
Archaeology as Memory Work
A productive avenue to explore how all three of these groundings articulate with
each other is to explore the often-heard questions at a dig site from volunteers: “how do
you know where to dig” and “what are you looking for”. These types of questions are
fascinating, and archaeologists rarely give them enough thought because we dismiss it
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empirically saying things such as: because we have a map, because we did geophysical
surveys, because records show…. I think this question is important because it
demonstrates the volunteers own engagement with questions of modernity, specifically
articulating notions of alienation and deep time. In understanding why volunteers ask
were to start, where to look, and what to ask of archaeological excavations, we can
elucidate how they become alienated from a sense of memory and place at historic sites. I
think ethnographically, when we as archaeologists hear these questions, we should
interrogate why there has been a sense of loss or connection to a place. How did
something become illegible to a number of community members, and what does the
process of making it legible again look like?
In Pierre Nora’s conceptualization of lieux de memoire he writes, “there are sites
of memory because we no longer have real environments of memory” (1989, 7). A good
example conveying this sense of loss from the Dr. Still site is when one volunteer said, “I
drove by this place so many times but never stopped by”. Excavation, especially its very
visibility, forces people to deal with the material permanence of a site whether it is
through preservation, erasure, or some other act of remembering/ forgetting. The very
moving of dirt and artifacts constitutes a moment in which volunteers engage with the
formation of their own historical subjectivities, specifically focusing on the notion that
beneath our feet lays the foundations of who we are today and how we came to be.
As Mills and Walker state, “memory studies have great potential for archaeology
because of their diachronic focus on the transmission and transformation of social
practices. Although many of these studies of social memory use objects or other forms of
material culture as illustrative, fewer explicitly concentrate on how memory and material
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practices are interdependent features of social life” (2008, 3-4). In order to use excavation
as a form of elicitation, archaeology must embrace the disciplinary connection to
memory. Laurent Olivier’s conceptualization of archaeological time in his book The Dark
Abyss of Time examines how the confluence of the past, present, and future (what Walter
Benjamin calls “nowness”) shapes our perception of what is recovered, preserved, and
remembered. For Olivier, artifacts are part of a social subconscious that remains dormant
until they reemerge. These objects exist and transform in the present, not in the past as we
tend to classify and understand them. He pushes us to examine artifacts as material traces
of memory rather than objects displaced in time. Within archaeological time, artifacts are
material manifestations of memory called memory objects. These memory objects
function like mnemonics, triggering moments of recollection and introspection. Such
moments provoke ethnographic inquiry by taking seriously the archaeological
interpretations of excavators.

Figure 7.7 New Perfection: Oil-Cook-Stove Artifact and Advertisement

296

For instance, one day at the site, while excavating a particularly artifact-dense
unit, a noticeable blue metal artifact began to reveal itself. At first, we began to question
whether it was a cookie jar or some other type of container. When we continued to
excavate around it, one participant, when confronted with a now familiar object, could
not help but recall memories of his grandparents who owned something similar to blue
object rupturing from the earth. He immediately told me it was part of a kerosene stove
and he remembered his grandparents having something similar in their house. Upon
returning home from the field, I was greeted by an email from this volunteer. In it were
images of a kerosene stove and its respective advertisement. For this participant, the act
of digging and the discovery of a familiar, but forgotten object triggered a flood of
memories and provoked further research on his part. Through this process, a form of
knowledge production that Sonya Atalay calls “braided knowledge” occurs. This coconstructed knowledge leads to a critical reflection on what meanings various community
members inscribe onto historic sites and the artifacts revealed through archaeology. The
sharing of this knowledge and past lived experiences with each other leads to meaningful
engagements with not only the archaeological site, but perhaps, more importantly, with
other members of the community. Archaeology, in this way, facilitates the act of what my
collaborator and Still descendant Sam Still calls “breaking bread” by creating a space for
sharing lived experiences and cultural performances.
Volunteering and Meritocracy
While community interactions at the dig site are rich ethnographic spaces, a
counter-archaeology approach also allows us to excavate the built environment to
uncover ethnographic materialities. Such a process informs us about the relationship
between volunteers and their labor. Growing up in a North New Jersey suburb to two
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Polish immigrant parents, I was surrounded by Catholic materiality. As a parishioner and
altar boy at St. Cyril and Methodius in Clifton, NJ I spent a lot of time in church looking
at the various ornaments in the environment. What always caught my eye was the number
of plaques around the church written under these objects. Plaques with phrases such as
“Dedicated By”, “In Loving Memory of”, “Through the Generous Support of”, etc. I was
surrounded not only by extravagant Catholic décor but the memories of those people and
efforts who came before me. When I got older, I would become fascinated with this
notion of the past in the present. It was not until I engaged with archaeological theory
concerning time, memory, and materiality that some of my childhood memories began to
make sense.
When you open yourself to anthropologically inquiry, you can notice patterns and
mechanisms at play. Specifically, mundane everyday interactions such as volunteering
come to provide insights into how we view labor. This part of the chapter will explore the
meritocratic materialities of volunteering and donations to understand the broader
connections between labor and moral economy as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2. Using
data collected via the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project (DJSCAP), I
examine how a community comes to understand and commemorate their efforts at the Dr.
James Still Historic Office and Education Center in Medford, NJ. Reflecting on the
simultaneous navigation of the past, present, and future via objects, the paper will explore
how “things” such as donations do the social work of volunteering. By shifting our
attention to the meritocratic undertones of volunteering, a contemporary archaeological
approach informs our perceptions of effort, talent, memory, and entitlement around the
site and ways in which they become engrained into the built environment. Within this
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framework, it becomes apparent how a broader moral economy based on meritocracy
informs our notions of volunteering and donations, influencing the way people interact
with one another and the site itself.
Affective Labor
Often when I asked volunteers at the site why they volunteer, I receive a similar
response: “I volunteer because it is a labor love”. Volunteering is seen as an act of
selflessness, one done not regarding rewards or incentives but rather for the fulfillment of
a deeper sense of self. In this saying, labor and love are intertwined, that is labor becomes
affective, shaping one’s relationship to the site and the other people around them. This
affective quality explains why volunteering is held in high esteem. You would be hard
pressed to find someone who looks at a volunteer in disgust or disdain. That is because
when one volunteers, their efforts and labor occur in relation to a broader moral
economy. In the United States, this moral economy is that of meritocracy, where the
mixture of merit and hard work determines the level of success and more importantly a
sense of entitlement to the fruits of one’s labor. Volunteer labor when inserted into this
equation is an ultimate expression of both merit and hard work. By choosing to volunteer,
one demonstrates their merit (they care about a cause) and hard work (they are working
for free) within a broader economy that purportedly values and rewards effort and talent.
This puts volunteering on a moral level akin to that of charity, where volunteer labor
reflects a deep engagement with the social contract. Volunteering therefore is not a
negation of meritocratic values, but rather the utopic expression of them. It is through
volunteering that we reach an idealized version of our moral economy, where merit and
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hard work are both realized as selfless acts of labor for the greater good and rewarded as
such with recognition and honors.
The realization of such meritocratic idealization is most noticeable through
donations. Seen typically as gifts, donations are part and parcel of a broader affective
economy. The very act of donating something conflates merit and labor into a physical
marker demonstrating both effort and care. Furthermore, this donation is usually done in
relation to a cause or event, exemplifying the notion of being meritous, i.e. caring about a
cause, being selfless, etc., all traits which are valued in an individual living in a
democratic society. The donation, whether in the form of money or an object, transforms
labor into tangible expression that effects and affects the built environment
phenomenologically. After being donated, these objects take on a life of their own, being
used, discarded, and/or commemorated like other products in a consumer society (see
Rosemary Joyce’s edited volume Things in Motion for more tangible examples of object
itineraries). The multi-valency of donations calls attention to shifting contexts and needs,
with something unassuming as an old egg beater bought at an antique store being
transformed into an instructional tool for kids to learn about cooking in the late 19th/early
20th century. Such shifting contexts call attention to the future orientation of donations,
with objects doing the social work of volunteering long after a person can. Digging into
the various ways in which these objects articulate with people at historic sites gives us the
chance to uncover the mundane ways in which meritocracy is built into the environment.
The number of donations received at the Still site vary in shape from money, to
canopies, to volunteer labor, to kitchen supplies, to food, etc., all things that are deemed
necessary for successful operation of the center and the hosting of its numerous events.
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Sometimes these donations are done in quiet with little recognition such as donating $100
for barbeque supplies or restocking the water bottles for visitors. Other times there is a
big deal, such as the unveiling of a bronze sculpture or a painting of Dr. Still.
Furthermore, there are numerous objects at the center with small commemorative plaques
and notecards from years past, populating the built environment with efforts and
considerations long gone. In this manner, the education center becomes its own
assemblage, a commemoration of both Dr. Still and the community efforts to celebrate
him. This is noticeable in participants’ reasonings behind why they donated, often citing
that they were moved by the community efforts and the story of Dr. Still. The very act of
donating therefore reflects the materialization of someone’s affective engagement with
meritocratic narratives. Both community efforts and the Dr. Still success narrative of hard
work, perseverance, and success despite tremendous racial hostility and obstacles, stir the
public imagination to action. The inertia of such affect materializes in a donation, in turn,
populating the built environment with prosaic objects that represent and reinforces our
broader engagement with meritocracy.
As part of this built environment donations do the social work of volunteering on
a time scale that conflates past, present, and future into what Walter Benjamin calls
“nowness”. Take for instance a donation that is used on daily basis like the sump pump at
the Dr. James Still Education Center. This object works behind the scenes, often without
anyone ever noticing it. A past desire to help and solve a problem with a practical
solution sits beneath the floorboards where day to day business occurs. The name of the
donor recognized in a newsletter but otherwise not seen. Yet, without this donation, the
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education center would not be able to deal with the wet basement, which would cause
issues such as mildew, structural integrity, and possible electrical problems.
Here we see “nowness” at work. The donation was given in the past for the
present and future needs of the center. Donations not only do the social work but also the
affective labor of the donator. By donating something, a person is giving a part of
themselves out into the world that then is interpreted by other actors in a variety of ways
such as admiring the donated object, using/ relying on the donation, or even having the
object disappear into the familiar, what Daniel Miller (2010) calls the “humility of
things”. These objects shape us and become part of a broader moral economy that
articulates notions of virtue, merit, and labor into the built environment.
Another example in which the moral economy of donations is most discernible
can be seen in the commemorative plaque associated with donated objects. I want to call
attention to what these plaques do. These plaques populate the built environment calling
attention to the relationship between object, merit, and labor. For instance, a donated
decorative plate in a kitchen may look inconspicuous and humble by itself. By putting a
marker that says “Generously donated by” next to it, you are calling attention to a social
relationship that occurred to produce this object and its commemoration. The material
marker of the plaque therefore prompts visitors to not only look at the plate but to
recognize how it got there, who was involved, and when it occurred. Commemoration
therefore forces the relationship of volunteering and donating out into the public, shifting
the subjectivity of visitors at the site from simply admiring objects to recognizing and
valorizing the social relationships that produced it.
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Often the commemorative aspects of the plaque take a back seat to its utility and
symbolism at archaeological sites. By calling attention to the linguistic dimensions of
word choice in relation to volunteering and donations on a broader scale, we can view
commemoration at historic sites as palimpsests of affective labor, reflecting the
engagement of philanthropists, volunteers, and donors as part of a larger moral economy.
Meritocracy therefore makes itself evident in donations and volunteering through the
materialization of its basic tenets. Merit is materialized by the donated objects perceived
utility and symbolic load. Labor is materialized by the act of doing something (giving).
The combination of the two leads to altering the built environment which is then
rationalized as only coming to existence due to the efforts of many. Here is where
meritocracy and materiality are inextricably intertwined. To make visible, tangible
change, someone must do something (i.e. put labor into a project). The transformation of
ideas into the material realm is valued because it speaks to a deeper cosmological
valorization of labor and its relationship to sociality (Davies 2002).

Volunteering is thereby part and parcel of a moral economy that sees the actions
(labor of love) and products (donated goods, services, time, etc.) as the ultimate
expression of one’s merit. To divorce volunteering from the broader moral economy of
the United States would miss key insights into how and why people engage in such labor.
Furthermore, an analysis centered on meritocracy and materiality reveals how historic
sites further perpetuate dominant hegemonic narratives of rewarding hard work through
the very act of volunteering. By commemorating these efforts via plaques and donations,
we see a built environment that valorizes volunteering, creating a feedback loop that
ingrains cultural, social, and symbolic capital.
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The acquisition of such capital is further amplified when viewed in context with
the broader neoliberal economic policies that negatively affect historic preservation
budgets. Under such constraints volunteering becomes a community response to
underfunding, budget cuts, and neglect. This furthers the capital one receives in
volunteering as they are doing “God’s work” and “making do” with what they have, both
of which reflect broader hegemonic notions of “pulling yourself up by the bootstraps”.
Under such austerity, community members take on the burden of managing a state-owned
historic property garnering meritocratic capital at the cost of economic capital. While not
explicitly told by the state to take on this responsibility, the apathy of the state leads the
community to action or else face the slow deterioration of the historic structure and
property. In this catch 22, volunteer labor counteracts the broader effects of neoliberal
neglect, while simultaneously reinforcing it.
For instance, at the Still site, funds previously earmarked for restoring the
Historic Office were allocated to emergency relief efforts after Superstorm Sandy.
Community members found themselves wondering what can be done in the interim.
Instead of waiting on the state, the community embraced a policy of “making noise”
through visible efforts such as holding fundraising events and clean-up efforts around the
site. These functioned twofold, 1) to demonstrate the worthiness of the site through the
outpouring of community involvement, and 2) to embarrass the state by raising the
resources and asking for matching funds. Under the austerity of government funding,
community members began to use volunteering as a moral weapon, demonstrating how
bad it makes the state look when they cannot get their efforts together at a state-owned
property. Volunteering, much like the proliferation of the gig economy, becomes an
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outgrowth of broader economic precarity. Both share a relationship to the negative effects
of privatization and deregulation that place a larger burden of responsibility on
individuals rather than the government. Such burdens further engrain the meritocratic
notion of hard work as the only solution to a problem, as the government is seen as
“ineffective and useless”. As one of the descendants mentioned to me, “Everyone has
ideas but who is going to put all the work in? Someone has to do it, or nothing gets done
at the site”.
Such thinking can have broader negative effects on community-based project
leading volunteers to become resentful of each other based on the effort one puts into the
site. Disagreements over the site management and development become further amplified
by not feeling like your efforts are recognized, your opinions listened to, and/or acts of
inclusion. Furthermore, the pressures of volunteering your time and effort often gets
marshalled during interpersonal conflicts as justification for calling someone out.
Volunteer labor, much like its wage labor counterpart, becomes filled with notions of just
desserts and entitlements, mimicking the broader debates surrounding meritocracy such
as disagreement in affirmative action and welfare. This leads to heightened instances of
disagreement, further compounded by intersections of race, class, gender, ableism, and
age. Without a serious consideration of meritocracy, these issues are often misdiagnosed
and attributed to other non-causal factors. While CBPR can manage some interpersonal
conflicts, it must be in tune with broader discussions of meritocracy to effectively bridge
disputes between labor and perceptions of just desserts.
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Conclusion
It is apparent that under counter-archaeology, field sites can serve as a place for
engaged critical pedagogy. Using excavations as place for sharing lived experiences and
cultural performance, archaeological work can create a place for critical pedagogy that
exposes participants to various cultural capitals and knowledge systems (Yosso 2005)
while building rapport amongst volunteers. This exposure can challenge dominant
narratives and stereotypes, creating a solidarity that can be channeled into collective
action and care on the local level. Using Yamamoto’s concept of race praxis, archaeology
projects can function as a site of anti-subordination by providing participants with the
tools to dismantle inequality by understanding the mechanism behind their oppression.
Ultimately this was the goal for Black Radical Scholar Activists like Walter Rodney
when he attended groundings.
We as archaeologists can create similar spaces with CBPR projects, emphasizing
the emancipatory and liberating potential of excavating both physically and
metaphorically. Archaeology as a form of ethnographic elicitation, allows for deep
insight into how we come to understand ourselves and each other, giving us the ability to
discuss issues such as systemic racism, the hollowing out of the middle class, gender
inequality, and a whole host of topics central to the day to day experiences of volunteers.
The type of data recovered through this process is rich and expansive, allowing
archaeologists, through their distinct toolkit, to ground social theory through craft and
experiential learning. By allowing archaeology to do some of the heavy lifting necessary
for creating and facilitating social relationships necessary for critical pedagogy, we create
avenues for community building. In these divided times, where it’s easier to create echo
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chambers rather than bridges, the type of archaeology I outlined here will become
increasingly necessary if we hope to create networks of solidarity and change.
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CONCLUSION:
COMMUNITY PARADIGM: TOWARDS AN ALTERNATIVE TO
MERITOCRACY
“You're thinking of this place all wrong. As if I had the money back in a safe. The
money's not here. Your money's in Joe's house...right next to yours. And in the Kennedy
house, and Mrs. Macklin's house, and a hundred others. Why, you're lending them the
money to build, and then, they're going to pay it back to you as best they can. Now what
are you going to do? Foreclose on them? Now wait...now listen...now listen to me. I beg
of you not to do this thing. If Potter gets hold of this Building and Loan there'll never be
another decent house built in this town. He's already got charge of the bank. He's got the
bus line. He's got the department stores. And now he's after us. Why? Well, it's very
simple. Because we're cutting in on his business, that's why. And because he wants to
keep you living in his slums and paying the kind of rent he decides. Joe, you lived in one
of his houses, didn't you? Well, have you forgotten? Have you forgotten what he charged
you for that broken-down shack? Here, Ed. You know, you remember last year when
things weren't going so well, and you couldn't make your payments. You didn't lose your
house, did you? Do you think Potter would have let you keep it? Can't you understand
what's happening here? Don't you see what's happening? Potter isn't selling. Potter's
buying! And why? Because we're panicky and he's not. That's why. He's picking up some
bargains. Now, we can get through this thing all right. We've got to stick together,
though. We've got to have faith in each other.”
-George Bailey, It’s a Wonderful Life
“Why, mused the industrial sociologist Alan Fox, would you want to give more prizes to
the already prodigiously gifted? Instead, he argued, we should think about “crossgrading”: how to give those doing difficult or unattractive jobs more leisure time and
share out wealth more equitably so we all have a better quality of life and a happier
society.” - Jo Littler (2017)1
Introduction
The preceding chapters have complicated the notion of meritocracy, specifically
the moralization of hard work, perseverance, and talent as the sole factors that shape
one’s entitlement to a “good life”. I hope by now, it is evident that the inheritance of our
built environment and cultural artifacts shapes our perception of distribution and sense of
justice. By complicating the bootstrap narrative, showing both the systemic and structural
factors that shape human capital and success in addition to pure luck, we can begin to
formulate other ways of seeing our relationships to labor and entitlement. This reframing
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is especially essential during economic down turns where individuals blame themselves
or others for their failures and precarity (Artz and Murphy 2000; Chen 2015; Jenner
2015; Littler 2018; McNamee and Miller 2014; Vance 2016). The long-term, damaging
effects of meritocratic policies sow seeds of anger and hate that destabilizes solidarity,
further perpetuating cycles of inequality (Arrow et al 2000; Wilkinson and Pickett 2011).
When questioned about the shortcomings of meritocracy, all my interviewees
answered in the affirmative, seeing unequal opportunity and access as real hinderances to
achieving the American Dream. Coupled with an acknowledgment that broader systems
of oppression such as race and socioeconomic status play a role in inequality,
interviewees demonstrate an understanding that poverty is not solely the fault of the
individual. However, despite this acknowledgment, they still hold onto the promise of
meritocracy, suggesting that things such as education, transportation, and opportunity can
ameliorate current obstacles. During my interviews, interviewees stumbled when this
paradox was revealed and asked to be reflected on. Most people agree that we should
reward hard work and talent, but they also know that those who are in higher status
positions are not there based solely on their merits. The same understanding is extended
to those in poverty, often hearing things such as they are victims of circumstance. Yet,
when questioned about things such as welfare, family members who don’t pull their own
weight, or friends they knew were “gaming the system”, interviewees quickly saw the
situation as black and white, blaming the individual in those instances.
It is essential to explore these affective dimensions of meritocracy because of the
knee jerk responses they engender. Our moral economy reveals itself in these moments,
untethered to our rational selves. We deal with issues of anger, justice, and morality in
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the moment we demonize someone for “not working hard enough” or “not being
deserving”. This is based on our own relationship to ideas of distributive justice and how
we view ideas of desert (Longoria 2008; Rawls 1999; White 2007). Often times we feel
righteous in the moment, comparing another person’s situation to ours, saying things such
as “I worked hard for what I got, why can’t you” or “nothing is free in this life, get a
job”. The perceived delinquent becomes a blow off valve for our own frustrations with a
broader economic system that conditions us to be over worked and underappreciated,
while simultaneously assuring us that we are doing the right thing.
These emotionally laden perspectives stem from an irrational logic, where we
appreciate and celebrate the achievements of the rich, while overlooking their privileges
and head start in life. Vice versa, we recognize the shortcomings of the poor, while
overlooking their intersectional oppressions that shape successes. Both views share a
blindness to structural factors, valorizing the individual and overemphasizing hard work
to the detriment of the social contract. It is only in the aftermath of one of these
encounters where one can slow down and think about a situation that the meritocratic
paradox begins to unravel. In a fast-capitalist society, where our subjectivity is shaped to
be hyper-aware, precarious, and always on the move, those who fall behind are seen as
the problem, not as victims to a system who has no need for the slowest ship, no matter
how important it may be to the broader fleet.
Under such a system, meritocratic angst will continue to persist if one’s
perception of labor and desert does not shift. As income inequality grows, those on top
will see their successes as part and parcel of their own work ethic and inherent talent,
justifying the new rigid hierarchy that forms in the wake of meritocratic policies. The
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negation of the myth of meritocracy is necessary because it causes us to reflect on lived
experiences and factors outside of the control of a single individual, providing in the
process room for understanding and solidarity. Within such narratives of hope,
perceptions of labor transform from a capitalistic sense of profit making towards a social
one of mutual upkeep and cooperation. Under such a shift, we as members of a broader
society can ask what we are deserving of from broader social institutions rather than
assuming we have no desert (Feldman 2016).
In this concluding chapter, I outline a vision of what I think is necessary in order
for us to negate meritocratic thinking, shift public policies, and embrace economic
alternatives that ensure a wide subset of the population is capable of living a comfortable
life. I will first provide an overview of meritocracy as satire, locating how the term has
transformed concepts of labor, hard work, and perseverance towards supporting
neoliberal policies and moral condemnation rather than collective, solidarity. I will then
explore the proverbial “baby and the bath water”, excavating the concept of merit from
its negative connotations under productionist politics towards positive uses under
distributive justice. In such a manner, I explore ways in which we can transform our
moral economies towards more productive avenues that engage in a broader community
paradigm. This shift towards a community paradigm is achievable as demonstrated
through the participatory research carried out for this dissertation work. CBPR therefore
serves as a direct counter to the negative effects of meritocratic subjectivities, policies,
and forms of organization.
The Dangers of Satire: Missed Understandings of Meritocracy
“I have been sadly disappointed by my 1958 book, The Rise of the Meritocracy. I coined
a word which has gone into general circulation, especially in the United States, and most
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recently found a prominent place in the speeches of Mr. Blair. The book was a satire
meant to be a warning (which needless to say has not been heeded) against what might
happen to Britain between 1958 and the imagined final revolt against the meritocracy in
2033. Much that was predicted has already come about. It is highly unlikely the prime
minister has read the book, but he has caught on to the word without realizing the
dangers of what he is advocating” - Michael Young (2001)
How has meritocracy become a positive term? What happened to its original
derogatory and satirical use? Although written as fiction, the alternate future Michael
Young imagined in his book The Rise of Meritocracy has become a rallying cry for those
living in a late capitalist world. After years of neoliberal policies mimicking the ideas of
his novel, Young began to worry that his book was misunderstood, that the satirical
component of it missed by its audience (Young 1998, 377). The novel, written in the
voice of Michael Young of 2034, was considered by Young to be part of an older
tradition of English satire. He writes, “By apparently taking his views so seriously, I am
trying to make fun of him, and for another forty years or so he will not be able to get his
own back. I tried to make him out rather ridiculous because I also wanted to show the
strength of the opposite case. I wanted to show how overweening a meritocracy could be,
and, indeed, the people generally who thought they belonged to it, including the author to
whom the book was attributed.” (Young 1998, 378). In his eyes, he imagined the satire
would never be taken seriously because of the clear negative consequences of executing
such ideas. The nugget of Young’ satire is succinctly summarized here: “If the rich and
powerful were encouraged by the general culture to believe that they fully deserved all
they had, how arrogant they could become, and, if they were convinced it was all for the
common good, how ruthless in pursuing their own advantage” (Young 1998, 379).
In 2001, Young revisited this argument, eerily seeing a pattern that he predicted in
his satire. He writes,
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“In the new social environment, the rich and the powerful have been doing mighty
well for themselves. They have been freed from the old kinds of criticism from
people who had to be listened to. This once helped keep them in check - it has
been the opposite under the Blair government. The business meritocracy is in
vogue. If meritocrats believe, as more and more of them are encouraged to, that
their advancement comes from their own merits, they can feel they deserve
whatever they can get. They can be insufferably smug, much more so than the
people who knew they had achieved advancement not on their own merit but
because they were, as somebody's son or daughter, the beneficiaries of nepotism.
The newcomers can actually believe they have morality on their side.
So assured have the elite become that there is almost no block on the
rewards they arrogate to themselves. The old restraints of the business world have
been lifted and, as the book also predicted, all manner of new ways for people to
feather their own nests have been invented and exploited. Salaries and fees have
shot up. Generous share option schemes have proliferated. Top bonuses and
golden handshakes have multiplied. As a result, general inequality has been
becoming more grievous with every year that passes, and without a bleat from the
leaders of the party who once spoke up so trenchantly and characteristically for
greater equality” (Young 2001).
Contrary to meritocracy, Young’s book argues for a moral understanding and
appreciation of diversity in society. He argues that the ideology of meritocracy produces
a self-induced blaming mechanism, one that damages self-esteem and is generally
demoralizing. The ideology itself rationalizes any shortcomings solely as the individual’s
fault not due to structural factors. Such a perspective normalizes inequality, which at a
tipping point destabilizes various aspects essential to society, such as the economy,
happiness, health, education, etc. (Piketty 2014; Wilkinson and Pickett 2011). However,
Young goes further by noting that those who do become successful and powerful have a
moral obligation not to perpetuate inequality through the grandstanding of their merit. He
writes, “Even if it could be demonstrated that ordinary people have less native ability
than those selected for high position, that would not mean that they deserved to get less.
Being a member of the “lucky sperm club confers no moral right to advantage” (Young
1998, 379).
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Young, therefore, recognizes both sides of the meritocratic argument. In
discussing Daniel Bell’s The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1976), Young notes that
“in a meritocracy, formal qualifications provide entry to the system, but subsequent
achievement is needed to make material and other benefits genuinely deserved” (1998,
378). In this formulation one must be in the process of “doing”, that is performing an
action that is deemed meritocratic, for them to maintain the status ascribed to them.
Therefore, it is not enough to have achieved, but to continuously achieve.
In archaeological terms, this process is seen through both the inscription and reinscription of practices, often materialized as traces, allowing us to understand how merit
is demonstrated and objectified via distinct materialities. The notion of “materializing”
and “things mattering” therefore reflect our perception of labor and the idea of providing
something useful for broader society. These notions become essential building blocks for
meritocratic materialities. If one does not produce or somehow objectify their merit, then
they have nothing to show for it. They are resting on their laurels, which would be
considered aristocratic. However, someone who has over time accumulated and
materialized a substantial amount of merit through the publication of books, articles, and
movies or through the financial investment and development of businesses, brands,
apartments, hotels, etc. has successfully inscribed their meritocratic worth into the built
environment and subsequent habitus of others. This materiality of meritocracy becomes a
cultural artifact of success, an indicator of the achievable American Dream, and most
importantly a mnemonic for justifying and perpetuating a meritocratic system.
Because meritocratic thinking has been coupled with capitalist development, there
has been a very real shift in the material conditions and standard of living in a large
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subset of the population. This shift has caused an embrace of Young’s neologism, as
meritocracy would appear on the world stage during a time of increased economic
prosperity. As Young reflects,
“People of power and privilege were readier than ever to believe that modern
society (in the language of the book) has ‘rule not so much by the people as by the
cleverest people; but a true meritocracy of talent.’ The association with aristocrats
was particularly favorable. Some people like to congratulate themselves on being
like aristocrats but going one better by earning power and privilege on merit.
Aristocracy went wrong because so many of the people who had power simply
because they inherited it from their parents were clearly unfit to exercise it.
Nobody should be born with a silver spoon in the mouth, or, if he is, it should
choke him” (1998, 377).
Young recognizes that part of the attraction to meritocracy is that it allows social
inequality to be justified. Similar to how ethical consumption makes us feel good about
purchasing organic, fair trade food, meritocracy allows us to be ok with and rationalize
the inequality we live with as a natural byproduct of “human nature”. He writes,
“Otherwise the people who exercise power are going to be undermined by self-doubt and
people over whom the power is exercised become indignant and subversive because they
deny that the others have any right to lord it” (Young 1998, 378). In essence, Young is
arguing that in a state society, the illusion of hierarchy is necessary in order to blind
people to structural issues stemming from their own unequal inheritance of distributions.
Any attempt at equalizing cultural, social, and economic capital would undermine the
privilege those on top of the hierarchy enjoy.
Meritocracy is therefore about maintaining the status quo. As we have explored in
in previous chapters, it is reproduced in many avenues and cultural artifacts. As such,
Young explores how meritocracy extends into the very education systems of industrial
societies. Regarded as a universal right, Young traces how education takes on a Social
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Darwinist perspective, cultivating opportunity to “avoid a run-down of the precious
‘stock of ability’ which is always and everywhere so limited” (Young 1998, 378).
Through testing and examination, students’ competence is determined. Educational
success becomes an indicator of merit. He writes, “Practically and ethically, a
meritocratic education underpins a meritocratic society” (Young 1998, 378). Young
argues that instead, resources should go to education, not “solely, or necessarily mainly,
according to their return as estimated in productive, trained abilities, but also according to
their worth in enriching the personal and social life of citizens, including here the less
favored” (1998, 379).
Young argues that a full meritocracy can only exist if there is a narrowing down
of values, which runs contrary to ideas that we cherish such as democracy, family, and
morality (See Longoria 2008). Instead, he offers up another configuration that recognizes
merit as essential but not determinant of one’s position in a society. He calls this notion a
“classless society”, summing up its tenets under the guise of the Chelsea Manifesto his
book. He writes:
“The classless society would be one which both possessed and acted upon plural
values. Were we to evaluate people, not only according to their intelligence and
their education, their occupation and their power, but according to their kindliness
and their courage, their imagination and sensitivity, their sympathy and
generosity, there could be no classes. Who would be able to say that the scientist
was superior to the porter with admirable qualities as a father, the civil servant
with unusual skill at gaining prizes superior to the lorry-driver with unusual skill
at growing roses? The classless society would also be the tolerant society, in
which individual differences were actively encouraged as well as passively
tolerated, in which full meaning was at last given to the dignity of man. Every
human would then have equal opportunity, to rise up in the world in the light of
any mathematical measure, but to develop his own special capacities for leading a
rich life.” (Young 1958, 169).
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Young’s book was therefore intended to show both sides of the meritocratic
argument, the case for and against it. As many writers in the social sciences have
recognized, (Littler 2018; Longoria 2008; McNamee and Miller 2014; White 2007) there
is a hypocrisy to meritocracy. We simultaneously want equal opportunity, but we don’t
have equal starts; elections are democratically chosen by vote not by merit or who is most
qualified; and we want inheritance but don’t see how it goes against our ideas of earning
what you get. Young reminds us that these issues are not as simple as we often think they
are. In a post-industrial society our conceptualization and understanding of meritocracy is
further complicated. Due to the alienation of capitalist production and the specialization
of tasks in a state society, we rely on others to maintain our standard of living. Often this
expert knowledge can be used maliciously against a populace (i.e. biopower as defined
by Foucault 1972). Furthermore, the hierarchization of skills based on cultural, symbolic,
economic, and social capital leads to a further entrenchment of inequality as “classes”
segment society into valuable and disposable.
However, the flipside is equally damaging. Do we want doctors, engineers,
teachers, etc. who are not competent in their field of expertise? As Young (2001)
explores, “It is good sense to appoint individual people to jobs on their merit. It is the
opposite when those who are judged to have merit of a particular kind harden into a new
social class without room in it for others. Ability of a conventional kind, which used to be
distributed between the classes more or less at random, has become much more highly
concentrated by the engine of education.” What is the human cost of such shortcomings?
And what can we do?
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The Chelsea Manifesto provides an alternative way of structuring the various
capitals we personify as merit. What anthropology adds to this discussion is an
appreciation of diversity in a non-hierarchical fashion. A recognition that the familiar,
mundane, and prosaic are gateways into understanding the processes that have made the
magnificent, brilliant, and beautiful normalized. It is therefore essential to call out
moments when our broader moral economy is co-opted and utilized to divide
populations, rather than bring them together to utilize a diverse set of talents. By
reframing the way we view talent and merit, we are able to shift our attention towards a
more prosperous, equitable society. The following sections grapple with how this is a
possibility under our current social configuration.
Meritism
Alternative formations of society have a long history based in re-imagining our
social relations and material conditions (i.e. afro-futurism, utopia societies, science
fiction, etc.). It is not surprising that during times of economic downfall such reimaginings occur. For instance, during the height of the great depression, Jerome George
Locke in his book Meritism: A New Idea for an Economy of Equity That Will Abolish
Profit and Preserve Incentive (1934) discussed the possibilities of turning towards a new
social system that would reward merits. He called this reformulation of the economy
Meritism, “a vision of an economy of equity.” Using the pejorative term “Getmore” to
describe a person who only cared about making money at any cost, Locke viewed the
current capitalist system as faulty, with the motivating tool of profit as detrimental to
both efficiency and morality. He listed the purpose of the book as such:
1) “To demonstrate by actual accomplishment that it is possible here in the United
States of America, to work out a definite plan for an economic system in which
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2)

3)

4)

5)

any intelligent individual can read his own future with fair accuracy and assured
certainty.
To show that we can deliberately change our present haphazard and uncertain setup into a planned and scientific economy that will be to the immediate and
measurable advantage of every individual who is not an absolute leech on society.
To broadcast to the thinking American public for study and discussion, an entirely
new idea as to how a great mass of people can be organized with equity and to
assure universal cooperation in the all-important business of making and enjoying
a decent living.
To outline one form of an American system that may be worked out, made ready,
and finally set up without the chaos and violence that will necessarily attend a
final collapse of the present structure and the struggle for power that will
inevitably follow before some new form can be made operative by the age-old
evolutionary process.
The hope that it will in some measure contribute to a fair and final settlement of
the age-old controversy, Property Rights vs Human Rights” (Locke 1934, 8-9).

While not much can be found about Jerome George Locke, his perspectives reflect
that of an everyday man thinking through “the rigged game” of capitalism. Seeing profit
as detrimental to the social fabric, Locke began to muse about labor, merit, and
entitlement to one’s efforts in face of concentrated wealth and private ownership of the
means of production. He quotes Abraham Lincoln, writing,
“Inasmuch as most good things are produced by labor, it follows that all such
things ought to belong to those whose labor has produced them. But it has
happened at all times, that some have labored, and others, without labor, have
enjoyed a large proportion of the fruits. This is wrong and should not continue. To
secure to each laborer the whole product of his labor as nearly as possible, is a
worthy object of any government.”
Locke continues, providing an overview of the concentration of wealth and how it
negatively affects the U.S. He discusses this in relation to issues of distribution, writing
“In short, the first elemental truth that should be burned into the very heart and soul of
America is the fact that it has ample resources to supply its population in abundance”
(1934, 32). Examining the post-depression era concentration of wealth, he sees a
problematic pattern appearing were the top 10% are pulling from a smaller and smaller
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group of people to make profits. He views these patterns as laws of accretion, stating “So
there are two definite, fixed, unrepealable laws at the base of a profit system. 1) When
wealth works it continually adds to itself or concentrates. 2) The greater the concentration
the less effectively wealth does not work, because of the smaller field of other wealth
from which it may add to itself or concentrate” (1934, 35-36).

Addressing potential criticism of his viewpoints, Locke goes further, stating that,
“Patently, mere wealth concentration itself is not harmful, but economically
useful. In Russia, practically all of the wealth belongs to the state. Thus,
harnessed and controlled, it serves a beneficent and laudatory purpose. A purpose
of commercial development at a startling rate of progress. Here in America, the
post office, national parks, municipal utilities and forest reserves constitute a great
volume of wealth that is in nowise oppressive… It is not wealth itself, but the
vicious laws under which it concentrates in individual ownership, and then idles
for lack of a sufficient field from which to continue to accumulate that plays
havoc. The flow of economic evil is not from wealth concentration, but from
private ownership and profit” (1934,38).
Continuing, he writes,
“Under the constant pressure of these laws and the doctrine of laissez-faire, we
have evolved a system that can finance a world war, but not feed its economic
soldiers; a system that can build a productive plant double present needs, but
cannot devise a better method for the support of hospitals, the most basic of
necessities, than charity; a system that has created a wealth beyond the dream of
Midas while leaving at least ninety-nine per cent of the citizenship under it
paupers at the age of sixty. Yes, a system that in defiance of better human nature
has bred arrogance, profligacy, toadyism, waste, and a callous disregard for
fellowmen that constantly increases as such economy is perpetuated and that must
leave its impress on American civilization and culture for years to come” (1934,
41-42).
Concluding his introduction to Meritism, he writes,
“Get the coin,” is necessarily profit’s first battle cry. So financial
selfishness has become a predominating human trait. Aggravated by an age-old
environment, where standard of living, approbation of fellows, and security of
life, depend upon accumulation of wealth, it must require the rosy-hued optimism
of a Kiwanis Club member to expect otherwise… An economy erected on a
cornerstone of profit always operates toward three bad ends. (a) Greater and ever
greater financial selfishness. (b) A decrease in the percentage of Haves with a
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corresponding increase in the percentage of Have Nots. (c) Ruination of first
victims and finally a defeat of its own sponsors and beneficiaries. No change
other than abandonment of the profit system will ever wipe out its baneful effects
on human nature or repeal the three ill-purposed laws under which it functions”
(1934, 43).
Under this view, Locke proffers a new system, that of the Big Corporation (1934,
145-147). Under this corporation (which he often calls a cooperation), he describes the
division of society in various departments that are in charge of things such as defense,
foreign trade, agriculture, manufacturing, resources, transportation (emphasis on the
separation of business from government). He writes, “In my image of Meritism as a
cooperative, non-profit, corporate-like organization… Contrary to present methods,
salaries are not rated on what John Jones is going to do, but on what he has done. This is
a fair measure of John’s value to Society; besides it keeps him on the hustle (1934, 154).
He sees this Big Corporation in the following terms:
1) “Society and Government are not the same and should not be confused. Society,
through its Board of Directors, handles the business affairs of the nation;
Government makes and administers the laws that regulate individual conduct, and
maintains only sufficient police power over the executives of Society to defeat
favoritism and discrimination and prevent tyranny” (1934, 158).
2) “Your salary will be paid by Society in money, the source of which will be
explained when we get to that part of the system. All useful activity, inclusive of
school, training, and housekeeping will count as work. By Congressional act, any
activity may be provided in suitable manner, and with greater liberality than is
now done under the United States Civil Service. Last but not least, you will fix
your own salary by your record of accomplishment” (1934,161-162).
3) “Anything that can be valued in dollars can be valued in merits. $3 per day to the
ditch digger. It is just as easy to credit him with three merits. Regardless of the
activity or accomplishment, substitute merits for dollars and you have a form of
merit rating. In the interest of equity, and as a guarantee of equal reward for
similar service, the application of merits must be uniform. Then there must be a
simple way of basing salaries on the merits earned” (1934, 162).
4) laissez-faire is out, “you get credit for each useful service, but this is in accord
with a rating table which fixes values. Six hours’ ditch digging- three merits;
bossing a construction gang for a week- ninety merits.” “Every useful activity
brings you merits. The older you get- the more accomplishment you shove into
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the past- the more merits you have. The number of them determines your salary”
(1934, 164).
5) Keep track of merit through a “personal record book”. “it has a notation of every
activity by which you have added to or subtracted from the welfare of Society,
with an appropriate number of merits or demerits for each accomplishment, good
or bad.” The book functions as life log in his description (1934, 165).
6) “Each job entitles the performer to merits, the more difficult the task the larger
this credit.” “During disability due to sickness or other cause the victim adds
nothing to his merit roll but draws three-quarters pay on the number already
earned; the same is true after retirement. The able idler gets neither merits nor
money” (1934, 167).
Under such a system he argues, “Simple, extremely simple is Meritism. Profit
producing ownership is abolished and society the mass becomes Society the great
operating corporation that assumes direction and control of all the business in the
country. Shortening of labor hours and expansion of useful activity provides productive
work for all” (1934, 166).
While many issues exist with adopting such a system, such as how do we account
for entrenched privileges and systemic inequality under the current gerontocracy of
wealth, racism, and sexism, its reformulation of labor, profit, and private property is
laudable. Much of what Locke said resonates with contemporary discourses concerning
social democracy in the U.S. with terms such as the 1% and concentration of wealth (both
of which he used in his book) having deeper historical roots. Along with the efforts of
people via labor strikes and social movements counteracting such power dynamics in the
past (Zinn 2015), we see a longer legacy of opposition that puts contemporary debates of
entrenched power versus the working class in historical context.
The key to reshaping meritocracy therefore lies in how we formulate alternatives.
I dedicated a substantial space providing an overview of Locke’s formulation to
demonstrate that these ideas are not new, or part of a secret “liberal agenda” as many

322

detractors may posit. It is important to make alternatives legible to broader society and
show their historical roots and context, so that mobilization can occur, allowing for a
critical mass that can put them in practice. To assume that “things are the way they are
because that’s how it’s always been” is intellectually lazy and runs counter to the very
ideas meritocrats espouse concerning hard work, perseverance, talent, and creating your
own opportunities. By succumbing to the status quo “because it is as good as we can get”,
we do ourselves a disservice long-term. Part one of framing alternatives to meritocracy is
therefore shifting the conversation and way we think about broader terms such as merit,
labor, and entitlement in relation to broader moral concerns.
Reframing the Moral Economy
What would our relationship to merit look like if we were to approach our current
moral economy from another perspective? Theologian Victor Chen, exploring the deeper
cosmological roots of meritocracy, argues for a need to reframe meritocratic values.
Proffering a “perspective of grace” he writes,
“I think we need a return to some sort of balance—a healthier and saner way of
looking at life. In my book, I make the case for a morality of grace that can
complement and deepen our pursuit of egalitarianism. A perspective of grace
refuses to divide the world into camps of deserving and undeserving, as those on
both the right and left are wont to do. I see it as an antidote to our hypercompetitive and hyperjudgmental society, where we’re always being evaluated
and judged: from standardized tests in school, to job performance reviews at
work, and especially in the job search, where every mistake we’ve ever made is
captured by Google. Unlike meritocratic morality, grace rejects our obsession
with measuring and judging the worth of people and excusing nothing. But unlike
egalitarianism, it also rejects the categories of right and wrong, just and unjust. It
offers neither retribution nor restitution, but rather forgiveness.” (2017, 9).
Returning to a humanistic perception of labor and just desert, Chen sees meritocratic
moralities as detrimental to the broader social fabric. By holding on to the false promise
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of meritocracy, we debase ourselves, incapable of seeing the humanity, with all its
complexities, in others. Pulling from a perspective of grace, Chen continues,
“What does grace have to do with the economy? It helps us recognize that our
society possesses enough wealth to provide for all. It allows us to part gladly with
our hard-won treasure in order to pull others up, even if those we help are not the
most deserving. It gives us the open-mindedness to question whether always
being, or hiring, the best and brightest should be our chief goal…Taking up a
perspective of grace is important because the prevailing culture of judgment
worsens our society’s growing inequalities. It stands squarely in the way of any
serious and sustained effort to deal with the economy’s deep-rooted, structural
problems. We dismiss redistribution as “class warfare”, the work of envy and
resentment. We fixate on the so-called culture of poverty that prevents people
from pulling themselves up, rather than the culture of prosperity that blinds us, the
more fortunate, to the hurdles others face. Egalitarian morality finds it difficult to
overcome these objections, in part because it, like meritocratic morality, has a
fundamentally economic perspective. It measures and judges in the opposite
direction—but it measures and judges nonetheless. With a focus on the material
and quantifiable, the redistribution of your own wealth is by definition a sacrifice.
Unlike egalitarianism, a morality of grace downplays the importance of material
circumstances.
Under this perspective, individuals give up their wealth and power—not
for the sake of redistribution per se, but because these possessions and positions
are not significant when viewed from a broader vantage point. In turn, a morality
of grace can open up political possibilities for the sorts of measures that would
help middle class families. It resonates across partisan lines, connecting with the
thinking of secular feminist scholars who call for an economy that prioritizes care
work, and yet also with the principles of evangelical Christian activists deeply
concerned about poverty” (2017, 10).

Figure C.1 Meritocracy’s Opportunity Conundrum (Chen 2017, 7)
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Returning back to our conversation of affect and meritocracy in Chapter 1, Chen
calls attention to how our desire to simultaneously reward merit, while keeping family
autonomy and equal opportunity, leads to a situation where one will negate the other
(2017, 7). Similar to how we discussed U.S. contradictory views of meritocracy and
democracy (Longoria 2008), our desire to implement a merit-based system runs contrary
to other factors we hold dear. When put into conversation with Berlant’s Cruel Optimism,
meritocracy becomes an object of our desires that does more harm than benefit, as our
obsession with rewarding merit leads to an entrenchment of power that destabilizes
family autonomy and equal life chances. Utilizing a perspective of grace, therefore allows
us to reframe how we view these three factors, creating a more balanced perception of
labor, distribution of resources, and valorization of merit.

Figure C.2 Four Moral Perspectives Concerning Opportunity (Chen 2017, 8)
Utilizing the figure above, Chen suggests that we reflect on the various moral
perspectives and opportunities they engender within a society in order to come to terms
with what we want and expect from our broader economy and social relations. Part of this
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shift necessitates a critical reflection and introspection on beliefs we may hold dear
concerning human nature and the economy (i.e. homo economicus as noted in Chapter 1).
While alternatives may seem to run counter to “common sense”, a perspective of grace
denotes that we let go of our fears and anxieties towards a more social relationship with
merit, distribution, and entitlement.
While detractors of such a shift may argue that this works fine in moral and
theoretical realms, it will never work economically. Numerous economists counteract
such sentiments showing various models and data sets that show the benefits of a more
equal distribution of resources (Arrow et al 2000; Chang 2014; Frank 2016; Piketty 2014;
Roemer 1996; Wilkinson and Pickett 2011; Stiglitz 2013). The moralizing of such
distributions is therefore the biggest impediment in creating a critical mass support of
such policies. By shifting how we view ourselves and others in relation to distributive
justice, we can ensure that alternatives are engaged with rather than dismissed by
dominant hegemonic interests (as discussed in Chapter 1). It is therefore essential to start
this shift with oneself and then radiate it outwards into others.
Meritocratic Checklist
Key to embracing a perspective of grace is an introspective examination and
reflection on our own relationship to the meritocratic myth. By creating a checklist that
examines the social factors that have shaped who we are today, what we inherited, and
what we acquired in life, we are better able to discern between merit, distribution, and
entitlement. I am pulling heavily from Bourdieu’s examination of human capital,
specifically looking at cultural (what you know), social (who you know), economic
(wealth), and symbolic (reverence based on position) capital, to offer a blueprint for
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reflecting on one’s own journey. By taking an autobiographical approach similar to the
one that Dr. Still himself utilized, we can demonstrate the various social linkages that
allowed us to accrue the success we have. As an exercise in switching perspectives, it is
essential for participants to frame experiences via structural and social factors first,
followed by the individual efforts.
For instance, if a participant shares the following,
“When I was eighteen, I left my parents’ house and lived on my own. I worked
multiple jobs to make ends meet, living from apartment to apartment, until I was able to
land a full-time job. That’s how life is, I never asked anyone for help because it was on
me to make it. No one was going to help.”
A meritocratic checklist response would look like,
“When I turned eighteen, I left my parents’ house and lived on my own. Although
I hated living with them, they provided a roof over my head and countless meals
throughout the years. I applied for a job at a local diner, were the boss gave me a shot
despite no references or a permanent residence. There I met a friend who was willing to
share an apartment with me after hearing about my decision to move out. We split the
rent until I was able to pick up more substantial work and income after getting a good
reference letter from my then boss. I nailed my interview at the new job because the boss
liked the skills and experiences, I brought with me, no doubt the product of the schooling
I received growing up in a well-off school district.”
In the examples above, the meritocratic checklist emphasizes the social factors at
play in relation to their individual efforts, rather than the inverse. By switching
perspectives and calling attention to factors outside of one’s control, we can be humble
and aware of how much we are products of our environments in addition to our
individual efforts. This shift is necessary as neoliberal policies engender hyperindividualistic subjectivities as discussed in Chapter 1. The following is a self-checklist
that ask us to reflect on our positionality as it relates to meritocracy.
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Meritocratic Self-Checklist
1) Account the various capitals you currently possess.
-Cultural Capital:
a) Does your knowledge, skills, and talents resonate with a broader reward and
incentive system? Why are these things being rewarded?
b) Is your race, class, gender, ableism, age being used or rewarded by the power
structure for its own gain (Leong 2013)?
c) What did you inherit vs what did you acquire? Who helped you acquire these
skills?
-Social Capital:
a) Who has helped you to get to where you are now?
b) Do your parents have experiences and connections that have helped you
successfully navigate life?
-Economic Capital:
a) What did you inherit economically (intergenerational transference of wealth
and property)?
b) Did you grow up in a neighborhood where you had access to a lot of resources/
opportunities that helped you develop your cultural, social, and economic capital?
-Symbolic Capital:
a) Is your position in society revered and valorized?
b) Did it play a role in getting you a job or title?
2) Assess how much luck and happenstance occurred behind your successes.
a) What steps had to fall in place for you to be where you are today?
b) If one of those steps did not occur, do you think you would still be were you
are today?
c) What lucky and unlucky things occurred that you feel changed your life?
3) Shift away from Meritocratic Notions of Entitlement and the Use of Meritocratic
Capital as a Weapon.
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Figure C.3 Meritocratic Distributive Justice Scale
Under a meritocratic view of distributive justice, the harder one works, the more
entitled they are to the fruits of their labor. As the x and y axis increase, the moral
justification for enjoying their fruits increases. Such a moral justification leads people to
believe they are rightfully ahead of their peers without recognizing the various capital
they inherit and begin with. Under such formulations of distributive justice, populations
are encouraged to think ahistorically and individualistically, allowing them to turn a blind
eye on structural issues. By shifting the way we view distributive justice (described later
in the chapter), we can move away from the negative consequences of viewing labor
solely through the lens of entitlement.
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Figure C.4 Accumulation of Meritocratic Capital Scale
The idea behind meritocratic capital is that the less cultural, social, economic, and
symbolic capital you have when you achieve social mobility, the more meritocratic
capital you accrue. In this formation, when one claims individual effort and perseverance
in face of tremendous obstacles, they create a new form of capital that embodies the
tenets of meritocracy. Meritocratic capital becomes a type of symbolic capital that
marshals cultural, economic and social capital under a hegemonic notion of the American
Dream. Due to its relationship to hegemonic norms, it is often unquestioned and utilized
as a “trump card” when discussing changes to broader political and economic policies
(i.e. explanations such as “I came from nothing and worked hard to get what I have”
utilize meritocratic capital as moral justification). By embracing and using meritocratic
capital as a moral bludgeoning tool, we reproduce the negative effects of inequality rather
than trying to ameliorate them.
4) Ask yourself these questions when you interact with someone you deem to be at
fault for their shortcomings:
a) What is the story behind what I see? Am I too quick to judge?
b) Why am I mad that they are not producing? How does it or doesn’t it affect
me?
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c) How has society failed them? Where are they to blame? Is there anything I can
do to provide a helping hand?
5) Personal Mantras to reflect on towards bringing a perspective of grace
a) My success and failures are a product of multiple factors outside of my
individual control.
b) You never know the whole story behind people’s success or failures, don’t be
so quick to judge or valorize them.
c) My success and talents do not make me any better than someone else. We are
all humans with various talents and abilities, some of which are rewarded
more than others. Think of the often-shared quote, “Everybody is a genius.
But if you judge a fish by its ability to climb a tree, it will live its whole life
believing that it is stupid.”

Part Two: Operationalizing a New Approach to Merit
The following sections are my attempt at shifting our view of meritocracy via a
four-field anthropological approach. First, I will provide a template towards the way we
talk and think about meritocracy (i.e. a soft version of linguistic relativity). Second, I will
examine the intergenerational transmission of wealth via property, highlighting efforts
that can take place in order to prevent the concentration of wealth that is currently
occurring. Finally, I outline alternative economies that explore cooperatives and universal
basic incomes as a means of shifting away from meritocratic social organization towards
one that leads to greater standard of living for a wider subset of the population.
Meritocracy and Discourse Analysis
Perhaps the biggest obstacle to shifting the way we view meritocracy is the way
we think and talk about it, effecting things such as policy on the macro level and
interpersonal relationships on the micro level. David Karjanen (2010) explores
meritocracy through discourse analysis, trying to understand the opposition to the living
wage via rhetoric, discourse, and American Exceptionalism. For him, understanding how
people think about, debate, and conceptualize neoliberalism allows us to understand why
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reactionary populism has emerged to oppose progressive workers and wage programs.
The author examines the cultural politics of economic policy discourse to understand lay
debates about living wage laws. In doing so, he provides a window into the hegemonic,
cultural, and ideological structures of neoliberalism. His main argument sees the
opposition to living wage laws and policy stemming from American Exceptionalism and
the dominance of free market ideas as natural. For Karjanen, the way we have been
taught economics as a knowledge system and practice, has shaped lay conceptions of
various arguments concerning the “living wage”.
Specifically, Karjanen shows how economic speak and expert knowledge
obfuscates economic literacy from the populace. Citing the following economic jargon
against living wages, Karjanen writes, “how wage floor laws (such as a living wage) may
reduce employment depending on steepness of the labor-elasticity of demand in the
regionally demarcated economy assuming that there are no catalytic effects of an
increased spending multiplier, as the wage floor can also be seen as a redistribution of
income to lower-wage workers.” In a nutshell, they argue that “if you artificially raise
wages, employers will hire less labor- leading to a reduction in aggregate employment of
the very people you seek to help- the working poor” (i.e. living wage= job killers). We
need to understand the gap between the academically informed debate and general
knowledge and cultural interpretation regarding economic policy in order to see how
meritocracy informs discourses concerning economic redistribution.
Using a linguistic anthropological approach2, Karjanen argues that attitudes about
the poor generally reflect attitudes about redistributive policies. Using the attributional
approach, most folks will attribute poverty and economic inequality as a product of the
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particular attributes of the poor (lazy, uneducated, lacking skills, or not having the same
values as the successful) (Feagin 1972; Furnham 1982 as cited by Karjanen 2010). In the
U.S. people are more likely to follow this approach due to their engagement with the
American Dream. While, in the UK people are more likely to attribute strong structural
impediments as a cause that keeps individuals down.
Discourses against living wages articulate with three big themes,
1) “Living Wages as Natural Disaster: Business Will Crumble”
Example: The broader public good and the region or city the ordinance is passed in
will be harmed by the “anti-business” and “anti-competitiveness” messages that
living wage ordinances send. Businesses said it would force them to close, move
away from the city, or prevent other businesses from opening. Terms used often
mimic large-scale cataclysm and disaster due to forced, no choice, government
meddling that is harmful. Ultimately it is seen as an antithesis to the “normal” and
“natural” functioning of a free market economy and labor markets
2) “Living Wages Are Not an Efficient Means to Help the Working Poor”
Example: Rather than a living wage, these arguments are rooted in “empirical
economic research” such as reducing payroll taxes or increasing the Earned Income
Tax Credit (EITC) that would allow workers to take home more earned income
(shifting the burden from local responsibility to federal). Framed through neoliberal
thought that individuals should be incentivized to work, while businesses should be
freed of taxes/ regulations, promoting the rational self-interest of both worker and
employer as a win-win situation: workers take home more, businesses don’t have to
pay artificially higher wages.
3) “Lay Opposition to Living wages based on: Racialization, Moral Arguments, and
Nationalist Arguments”.
Example: Much like Longoria (2008) Karjanen finds that opposition to Affirmative
Action is often seen as an unfair distribution of wealth from “good, hard-working
people” to people of color. “Affirmative Action” and “backdoor promotions”
function as metonymy, signifiers and tropes used as stand ins. These are racially
charged terms without saying anything overtly racist. They embody an entire set of
beliefs and dispositions that reflect meritocratic views. These therefore become
moral arguments such as a living wage is seen as a distortion of the moral universe
(unsettling of the very order of things). Terms such as a free market is a natural,
pristine, sacred space being used to demonstrate this morality. Feagin (1972)
explores how "Americans view redistribution of economic wealth through a moral
lens, viewing state-sponsored redistributive programs or policies, or wage floor laws,
as immoral and unnatural acts on the pristine space of the free market” (Karjanen
2010, 9). This further compounded by nationalist arguments, a Horatio Algerism
mixed with American exceptionalism: “there is something unique and “natural”
about how society and a market economy function in the United States, based on
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shared cultural values such as hard work, thrift, and the protection of individual
liberty and private property rights.” This leads to terms such as handouts, free ride,
“reverse incentive” versus opportunity, earned, and hard work being used.
In these examples, Karjanen sees market fetishism at work arguing that “the labor
market is a metonym for the embodiment of hallowed aspects of both American society
and the natural order of things. It masks the relations of wage exploitation in capitalism.
Wage disparities are an outcome of unequal relationships between capital and labor. Yet,
market fetishism sees this as a natural working of supply and demand, so any change to it
would be seen as ineffective.” Seeing this frame of thought in popular discourse such as
“let the market decide”, “markets work, government doesn’t”, “markets allow choice”,
“the market is a self-correcting mechanism” demonstrates how engrained the market
logic is. Because our built environments cannot divorce itself from language, patterns in
phrases and terms used can demonstrate a lot about how people view and frame a subject.
Using moral economy as an approach to broader economic discussions leads to a
better analysis of how markets are embedded in various cultural, social, and historical
contexts. As discussed in Chapter 1, meritocracy has become the normative value system
in the United States, emphasizing competition, individualism, hard work, and talent as
necessary for a functioning healthy society. Implicit in these notions is a negation of
community in favor of the individual. Ideas like the “bootstrap myth” emphasize digging
yourself out of a hole through hard work, perseverance, and determination, all of which
occurs without regard to the broader society. Individuals are treated as autonomous
despite academic research that shows otherwise (Callero 2017; McNamee and Miller
2014) and personal experiences we have with family, friends, and broader social
networks.
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What we see is a cognitive dissonance where we do not see the social/ structural
factors at play during interpersonal interactions. Rather, we focus on the individual and
our immediate perception of the situation, generally devoid of the broader context it
occurs in. This is somewhat understandable as we are bombarded by too many factors to
keep track of consciously, often defaulting to our own worldviews and perceptions as a
default. Here we see similarities between someone who adopts a theoretical viewpoint
such as CRT as their main worldview and those that adopt Libertarianism. Both cannot
see the other side because they earnestly believe they are right, seeing and then framing
people, things, and events in the world as evidence to justify holding such viewpoints.
While not calling for a moral equivalency between the two, it easy to see how holding a
particular theoretical outlook blinds you to everyday factors and contexts, creating
confirmation bias rather than rigorous academic research (Thompson 1978, Miller 2010).
This was at the crux of why thinkers such Antonio Gramsci took popular culture
seriously (Crehan 2016). For Gramsci, studying popular culture and the various
discourses and opinions surrounding certain topics was a fertile ground for understanding
how people position themselves in the world. Through this deep understanding of how
people construct their social reality, Gramsci was exploring possible ways in which
change and resistance can occur. If we want to shift how we deal with the negative
externalities of meritocracy, we need to frame it within the broader common sense. To
negate meritocracy completely will never work because it is so engrained in our thinking.
Rather, we can utilize its basic tenets to reformulate how we imagine the role of labor in
society and how it can create a more equitable landscape that improves the quality of life
for all its citizens.
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Intergenerational Transmission of Wealth
A second key transformation towards challenging meritocracy is to change our
relationship to property, specifically the intergenerational transmission of wealth. As
denoted in Chapter 1 and 2, we are increasingly living in a society were inequality is out
of site and out of mind. Part of this is due to our aspirational desires to live the good life
(Fischer 20154b). As Currid-Halkett (2016) denotes, we are increasingly living in
communities with like-minded people who have similar financial means, leading to
homogeneous communities that shape our world views as being just and normal. By
moving out of lower economic areas, we are essentially shifting various capital away
from these regions towards a concentration of wealth elsewhere. As demonstrated by
many scholars (Chomsky 2017; Pikkety 2014; Wilkinson and Pickett 2011), this
stagnation of wealth leads to higher levels of social inequality as the aspirational class
closes the door on cross-grading between potential groups. In areas deemed as “blights”,
perceptions of “poor” and “ghetto” have real-life consequences on the economic
opportunities available for those inhabitants (Farrell and Firebaugh 2016; Lareau and Jo
2017; MacLeod 2009; Wells et al 2015). By moving away from these regions rather than
investing in them, those with financial means contribute and perpetuate social inequality
(see Haines 2010 for an overview of white flight and urban decay).
This is the crux of structural disadvantages created by meritocratic thinking.
Under meritocratic thinking the idea goes “if you choose to stay in a bad neighborhood,
the chances of you being robbed or killed is increased, so you should not feel bad about
moving to a new neighborhood”. However, if you leave, you solidify the negative
perception of a region, moving your tax dollars and various capital (social, cultural, and
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symbolic) away from the region. This leads to a lower tax base, structural neglect, and a
negative perception cycle that perpetuates inequalities. Compounded by racial fears and
anxieties (Duneier 2016), we create a landscape of equality that reflects our desires for
living a meritocratic lifestyle.
Returning to our conversation concerning materiality theory in Chapter 2 and the
vision outlined so far in this chapter, a shift away from meritocracy necessitates taking a
step back and not joining the rat race. If a critical mass can achieve a great well-being,
then we can rehabilitate neighborhoods that are problematic without displacing anyone
via processes of gentrification (Collins et al 2008). One solution to creating this equity of
wealth and standard of living is to embrace a mindset of collectivity and cooperation
rather than competition (Gibson-Graham et all 2016). By engaging in horizontal public
ownership, a greater part of society can engage in the production of wealth.
Towards a Classless Society
Returning to our discussion of Gramsci, it essential we work within the dominant
moral economy of the United States. The proliferation of the gig economy is a perfect
example of how meritocrats have utilized the dominant hegemonic discourse of
American entrepreneurship and individuality to garner support. Although workers under
a gig economy take on the burden of being a private contractor (with limited to no
benefits), they see their job as being a perfect fit for their lifestyle. The gig economy
works because it resonates with a broader meritocratic “common sense” (Littler 2018). It
is essential to work within a similar common sense if we want to entertain alternative
economies.
As Gibson-Graham et al (2016) show, a switch to cooperative economies work
off similar notions of American entrepreneurialism and individuality. By adopting a
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horizontal organizational culture, where workers are part owners, cooperatives ensure:
employment (part owners would not fire themselves or move their job to another
location), that tax dollars stay in the community improving its tax base, and that the
broader community feels invested in the success of their ventures (they have skin in the
game). A shift towards cooperatives can therefore mitigate the neoliberal emphasis on
privatization, financialization, and deregulation. Coupled with our shift in meritocratic
thinking and talking, we can begin to shift the material conditions of our environments by
investing in our communities and each other.
By engaging in such practices, we can simultaneously address systemic and
structural issues of racism, feminism, and classism. Central to this formation of a
community is therefore the cross-grading suggested by Littler (2017) in the epitaph of
this chapter. Under such shifts, more resources would be allocated to those who need help
in order to lift everyone up and level the playing field. Reframing how we view labor and
laborers in relation distributive justice is key to reformulating our meritocratic
understanding of each other. DuBois in his piece “Winds of Time” (1945) discusses the
cultural capital ascribed to particular forms of work. Much like Young’s “Chelsea
Manifesto”, DuBois calls attention to how we view different types of labor. He writes,
“The real reason for the attitude of servants and laborers toward their work lies in
the minds of the employers and not in the minds of the workers. Just as long as
the average person in the world regards it as socially degrading to cook, to clean
house, to wait on table, wash clothes, empty garbage, dig in the earth, and lift
burdens; just so long as this kind of work is regarded as degrading, the people
who do it and who are compelled to do it will bitterly resent the necessity which
compels them to do this work” (1945, 1).
He continues,
“it is equally clear that these kinds of work are not in themselves degrading, but
are of high social value… these are life and necessary life; but you cannot make
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people realize this if you stigmatize this kind of work with social degradation.
Work that is necessary and worth doing must be held in correspondingly high
regard by the public. Young people must be trained to do them in the best and
most efficient way. The people who do it must be paid adequately and must be
secure in tenure. The hours and the conditions of the labor must be standardized
according to the civilized usage. The work must carry with it no inevitable mark
of inferiority like addressing without courtesy titles of “Miss” and “Mrs.”; or
some other customs which mark the person as different and lower in rank” (1945,
1-2).
By valuing different types of labor as socially essential, we are better able to
engage in cross-grading practices that ensure cooperation rather than competition. If we
view labor as part and parcel of a broader social fabric, it is difficult to demean someone
for the work they do. By moving away from meritocratic perceptions of job titles and
positions, we can reclaim labor as a social process rather than an individual effort. This
was one conclusion that DuBois came to over the years. One sees a steady transformation
of Du Bois’s platform for racial uplift, starting with the “Talented Tenth” in 1903, to his
“Atlanta Creed” in 1907, towards his dissection of the Black Bourgeoise in 1923, to his
increasing desire to shift towards consumer cooperatives3 in subsequent years, to
ultimately embracing the tenets of communism in his 1958 The American Negro and
Communism. This final piece is were Du Bois writes,
“This it is clear today that the salvation of American Negroes lies in socialism.
They should support all measures and men who favor the welfare state; they
should favor strict regulation of corporations or their public ownership; they
should vote to prevent monopoly from controlling the press and the publishing of
opinions. They should favor public ownership and control of water, electric, and
atomic power; they should stand for a clean ballot, the encouragement of third
parties and independent candidates and the elimination of grat and gambling on
television and even in churches” (1958, 7).
Mirroring the visions of a beloved community as laid out by Martin Luther King Jr.,
(Cook 1990), a solidarity based off mutual economic and social concerns is key towards
ensuring a just and equitable standard of living is available to a wide subset of the
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population. By suggesting public ownership, we work within the broader moral economy
of many U.S. citizens that take pride in their labor, who want to see and enjoy the fruits
of their labor. This key shift from a meritocratic paradigm of competition to a community
paradigm of mutual support and uplift, is only possible if we restructure our relationship
to labor, ownership, and means of production. By seeing our own labor in relation to
exploitation we can recognize that we are in fact entitled to a larger piece of the pie.
Without our collective efforts, the system that results in contemporary wealth
accumulation would not be possible. We will further analyze this perspective in the
following sections.
From a Meritocratic Paradigm to a Community Paradigm
What’s the point of a hard work ethic if you are ultimately in a system that
perpetuates inequality and your own subversion? Why are we working so hard to kill
ourselves in the process? For what? Why does work overtake our lives and to the
detriment of what? How can we move forward towards a better work life balance? These
are some of the questions that Gibson-Graham et al (2013) tackle in their book Take Back
the Economy. In their book they offer alternatives to the market, enterprise, finance,
property, and work, reframing what is possible from an economy. Interested in providing
“on the ground solutions”, they are part of a broader network called the Community
Economies Collective that has put many of these ideas into practice.4 Utilizing the image
of an iceberg, Gibson-Graham et al explore how we generally frame labor in terms of
capitalism (a perspective they call capitalocentrism) and therefore miss the larger day to
day work we engage in. By calling attention to the labor below the surface of the iceberg,
we can see that we already live in a society with alternative economies, where
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opportunities for collaboration and community building are occurring throughout formal
and informal settings. More importantly, many of us value these traditional economies
and see them as essential to day to day relationships. Actions such as, leaving your kid at
your parents’ house, having a friend come over to help with a task, and trading produce
from your personal garden with your neighbor, all color our day to day interactions,
functioning outside notions of wage labor, commodity markets, and capitalist enterprises.
Furthermore, in the United States, such alternatives were created as response to
the gilded age’s entrenchment of wealth and opportunity. Take for instance the numerous
consumer protection laws that were put into place during the 1920s (Cohen 2003), the
shift in labor laws that were won by union organizing and protests (Zinn 2015), and the
persistence of cooperative economies throughout the U.S. (Gibson-Graham et al 2013).
Despite the entrenchment of power and capital in entities such as larger corporations and
particular industries (military and pharmaceuticals), alternative economies continue to
persist with models such as the Cleveland Project (Imbroscio 2015) investing in the
community through sustainable policies. Many of these alternative economies challenge
traditional, hierarchical organizations, where profit and shareholder value (Ho 2009) is
placed first usually at the cost of employees, the environment, and future stability (see
Bretos and Marceullo 2017; Errasti et al 2017 for the economic viability of cooperatives).
As such, they often challenge the meritocratic narrative that keeps the engine of
capitalistic exploitation running. In their place they recognize that issues of equity are
paramount to creating meaningful changes to the quality of life.
As Imbroscio writes,
“Much of American urban policy focuses—appropriately—on the tragic
conundrum of why the disadvantaged in cities remain so. Scholars and researchers
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writing from a politically liberal perspective heavily focus policy prescriptions on
the urban poor’s lack of opportunity for social mobility, appealing to the morally
powerful principle of meritocracy. The central goal of this Meritocratic Paradigm
is to lessen the barriers in the social environment of cities that prevent
meritocratic outcomes from being realized. I present a critique of this Meritocratic
Paradigm, revealing it to be problematic on both prescriptive and normative
grounds. In light of this critique, I offer an alternative—a Community Paradigm—
built around the ideals of community rather than those of meritocracy” (2015, 79).
Furthermore, if we examine the informal networks that immigrant communities
create and utilize, we see that landscapes traditionally viewed as poor in resources, have
developed significant community-based responses to shortcomings (Scott 1977; Taylor
2013; Yosso 2005). These are often missed by urban policymakers due to their informal
nature and cultural specificity. As a first-generation Polish American, I can attest to the
creation and use of informal networks that addressed issues in childcare, transportation,
and housing. From the help of a family friend who watches your kids while you pick up
hours at your second job, to the plumber and electrician that does a favor for you in
exchange for a trip to the airport, the internalization of the American Dream and hard
work manifests itself into an informal support network that seeks to pull people out of the
daily grind. Seen from a ground-up perspective, these informal networks play a huge role
in how people mitigate their economic precarity and circumstances.
These community approaches to ameliorating the unequal opportunities of
meritocracy are often more useful and contextually sensitive then top down, bureaucratic
attempts by urban policy makers (Imbroscio 2015). As Imbroscio argues, we attempt to
fix the shortcomings of meritocracy with meritocratic solutions such as expanding
opportunity and access. Yet these attempts further cement the very problems they seek to
ameliorate. In his formulation of a “community paradigm”, Imbroscio argues that “rather
than being designed to produce high rates of social mobility for meritorious individuals,

342

the key aspiration must instead be the uplift of entire urban communities. The
Meritocratic Paradigm of liberal urban policy must thus be superseded by (what might be
called) a Community Paradigm rooted in an alternative progressive-populist urban
policy” (2015, 93).
Imbroscio continues,
“In order for this Community Paradigm to be superior, it must, first and foremost,
avoid the problematic features of the Meritocratic Paradigm. Most importantly, its
efforts to uplift urban communities cannot be reliant upon unwarranted
expectations from the educational system, or the need to intervene intensively in
the intimate lives of families, or a massive sociospatial reordering of the urban
population. And rather than relying on a largely extraneous and logically
incongruous safety net, equity must be woven more tightly and more
harmoniously into the very fabric of the paradigm itself.” (2015, 93).
What we see here is a shift from equality of opportunity to that of equity. Using
the Cleveland Project as an example of such policy in action, Imbroscio argues for a shift
towards cooperatives rather than private entities in order to ensure that “while no one is
likely to get rich, basic equity is built directly into the model, as businesses are
cooperatively owned, giving workers ownership of capital and the concomitant financial
rewards” (2015, 94).
Imbroscio suggests that the Cleveland Project’s
“importance lies more in its suggestiveness of an alternative path: It stands as just
one example of a broad array of collective ownership strategies and alternative
local economic development policies designed to promote equity, build
community wealth, stabilize poor neighborhoods, relocalize economic activity,
and democratize the control of investment capital. These strategies and policies,
sometimes understood as constituting the solidarity economy (see Scher, 2015),
form the basis upon which a Community Paradigm for urban policy might be
constructed” (2015, 94).
Returning to our discussion of equity, we can focus on how cooperatives shift the way we
view development from a meritocratic one to a quality of life discussion. Imbroscio
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concludes, “for when entire urban communities are uplifted, it might well be the case that
very few individuals actually move up this hierarchy, though many experiences enhanced
social and economic well-being. In essence, then, what this strategy potentially produces
is higher socioeconomic attainment even in the absence of what is key for meritocrats:
higher socioeconomic mobility” (2015, 94).
Participatory Research
As discussed in previous chapters, the shift towards CBPR or participatory action
research itself destabilizes traditional meritocratic formulations. DJSCAP is a physical
reminder that such shifts do work on the ground and are not merely ideological fantasies.
A widespread application of participatory research throughout various disciplines and
settings can ensure that the fundamentals of participatory research, i.e. the active
involvement and inclusion of community members in the formulation, shape, and
execution of a project, can achieve a shift towards a community paradigm. As
demonstrated through participatory budgeting (Gilman 2016; Gordon et al 2017; Lerner
2014; Wampler 2007), community control of decision making in local governance,
budgets, and projects, leads to greater civic engagement and better deliverables that more
pointedly meet on the ground needs and desires of the public. By engaging in such shifts,
we can counteract top down deployments of public policy in favor of bottom-up, locally
contextual programs that directly meet the needs of the people.
This shift is important especially during an age where there is a large mistrust of
the government (http://www.people-press.org/2017/12/14/public-trust-in-government1958-2017/). By creating accessible, transparent programs that put community members
in touch with each other and decision makers, participatory research projects have the
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ability of re-instilling trust into democratic institutions. This is a central tenet of
contemporary programs aimed at creating more participatory governance (Hertting and
Kugelberg 2018; Menser 2018). More importantly, by developing a sense of “skin in the
game” through participatory methodologies, members of the public can see their tax
dollars directly at work, shifting not only their material conditions but also perceptions of
government and taxes. By making visible the social linkages undergirding taxation and
broader democratic process, participatory methods allow for a shift towards a community
paradigm to occur, with ideas such as accountability, cooperation, and mutual
sustainability replacing competition, risk, and reward.
Participatory research therefore is essential in counteracting the negative qualities
of meritocracy as they relate to traditional, hierarchical forms of organization. A shift
towards participatory methodologies is only one of many alternatives available to us if
we are serious about challenging meritocracy. As demonstrated in this chapter, shaping
the way we perceive distributive justice is key to shifting the material conditions on the
ground. Rather than fearing that someone else is taking “an undeserved piece of the pie”,
a sentiment that further ensures division amongst people, a shift towards how we frame
the pie and entitlement to social benefits allows us to reframe what we come to expect
from an economy. One alternative that is currently gaining traction under such a shift is
the idea of a universal basic income.
Universal Basic Income: Distributive Justice
The idea of a universal basic income (UBI), were every citizen is guaranteed a
designated amount of money from the government each year, is increasingly being
explored by various countries to offset income inequality and rising unemployment due
to offshoring of jobs and automation (Eskelinen and Perkio 2017; Ferguson 2015; Gibson

345

et al 2018; Levin-Waldman 2018; Yang 2018). The concept, although not new, is
supported by a wide range of economists, spanning from those rooted in socialist theories
on the left and libertarianism on the right (Tondani 2009). While there is a difference in
opinion in how to best execute and carry out such a plan, the common denominator is to
provide a large enough supplementary income to offset the cost of living. Seen initially as
a supplement rather than a primary income, UBI is often considered welfare reform, with
even staunch free market supports like Milton Friedman arguing for its use (Gordon
2014).5 Supporters such as Martin Luther King, Jr. (1967) saw UBI as a way of creating
and maintaining economic equity in regards to poverty that he argued should not exist in
developed countries. Shifting his views towards a broader economic justice that sought to
bring together those exploited by the capitalist system, King saw a guaranteed income as
a solution to unbridled capitalism.
UBI is not without critics though. Utilize meritocratic arguments such as the ones
analyzed by Karjanen (2011), critics see the transfer of money to people as unearned and
problematic due to the disincentive to work that it engenders. However, researchers show
that this not the case, as a supplementary income allows people to pursue interests that
they otherwise could not, often spurring economic activity (Ferguson 2016; Florin 2018;
Pareliussen et al 2018). If following the negative income tax argument made by
Friedman, the incentive to work can be maintained, with UBI being adjusted
progressively based on income. Other critiques, such as “how will you pay for it” are
currently being explored (Widerquist 2017), with various options suggested such as
taxing companies who automate, putting a redistributive tax on those in higher income
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brackets (the 1%), redirecting current welfare funds and subsidies towards supporting
UBI (Stern 2016), and quantitative easing (Brown 2017).
The adoption of UBI is therefore a shift in distributive politics, specifically how
we view and understand the allocation of resources (for an overview of distributive
justice see Feldman 2016; Nozick 1974; Olsaretti 2018; Rawls 1999; Roemer 1996;
Walzer 1983; White 2007). Ferguson challenges the often-quoted adage “Give a man a
fish, feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish, feed him for a lifetime” (2015, 35-38).
Seeing this as a productionist narrative that does not account for material conditions, job
market saturation, and over extraction of goods, he proffers the following rebuttal as a
distributionist analysis, “if the proverbial ‘man’ were to receive neither a fish nor a
fishing lesson but instead a binding entitlement to some specified share of the total global
production, then (and only then) would he really be ‘fed for a lifetime’. (Ferguson 2015,
38).
The central tenet of a UBI is that members of a society have a rightful share and
claim to a nation’s wealth. As Katherine Gibson notes6, our conceptualization of
distribution in this society is often wedded to the welfare state, but in reality, it goes both
ways, as stakeholders, investors, and financiers distribute surplus capital themselves,
often to spur innovation/ investments/ profit etc. The hang up concerning distribution
occurs when we fixate on ideas of desert and labor. We see the welfare state as drain on
resources, while we view those on top as creators of jobs. What is missing in such an
analysis is that distribution occurs in both instances, with moralization and rationalization
shaping perceptions. In turn, by implementing a distributive policy that spreads the
wealth, we challenge this perception, increasing the standard of living in a society. By
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giving a supplementary income to every citizen in a country, a UBI acts like a social
leveler that counteracts disproportionate resource extraction and concentration of wealth.
It is therefore not seen as a gift, charity, or market exchange, but rather as a “rightful
share” taken from those who provide the labor necessary to accrue surplus wealth. UBI is
therefore a form of distributive justice that hopes to spur and activate people’s economic
activity. Ferguson calls this the “distributive turn”, a shift from discussing policy in terms
of production in favor of distribution. Such a shift towards a distributive turn has led
scholars to discuss even more radical alternatives such as universal basic assets were
access to private, public, and open assets are ensured through policy and social
mechanisms (see http://www.iftf.org/uba/).
If economic forecasts are correct, a larger number of people will find themselves
unemployed due to no fault of their own as automation replaces human workers (LevinWaldman 2018). Mundane tasks that can be better performed by robots and A.I., will
result in a large number of the population looking for employment. Under our current
meritocratic subjectivity, this may lead to increase social tensions as people blame
themselves and others for their predicaments. As we discussed in Chapter 2 concerning a
loss of cultural consonance, stress levels will increase, leading to an unhealthy society.
Under such conditions, a UBI becomes a necessity to challenge the meritocratic
underpinnings of contemporary labor practices and expectations. Coupled with
cooperatives, UBI and/or assets is essential in creating a shift towards a community
paradigm.
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Conclusion
We all benefit from someone else’s efforts. Whether it’s the teacher who spends a
little extra time on you or a friend that gives you a little extra cash to help out, our
success stories are mediated and only possible by the extension of one’s social network.
When we create historical narratives that emphasizes the individual’s hard work and
talent, we overshadow the elements that nurtured and developed success. No one exists in
a bubble and it is therefore necessary to develop a checklist that puts success stories in
their proper place, that of collective achievement.
In neoliberal times, it is easy to focus on the individual and create echo chambers
that reflect our own confirmation biases. The very environments we create (moving to a
new house in a better neighborhood, living in material comfort) reinforces our “selfmade” person story. Yet, if we were to flip this on its head and explore how many people
have helped in this process, the structures and opportunities that allowed for it, and even
acknowledge luck and timing, we can begin to create a more empathetic understanding of
what it means to be successful. This part is important because unless we build these
bridges with one another, we create a world in which the dog eat dog mentality prevents
us from acknowledging one’s common human experience.
Returning to the Dr. Still story, I want to emphasize how a critical meritocratic
reading creates a space for creating solidarity. As demonstrated through the DJSCAP, the
ability to break bread with each other while discussing a wide subset of ideas and sharing
life experiences, allows for a more empathetic understanding of each other. This
understanding is essential towards challenging meritocracy as it forces us to see each
other and our stories from a human centered perspective rather than an ideological one.
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When we take the time to sit and listen to each other, discussing openly our privileges,
life histories, opportunities, and individual and social accountability, we can move
outside the shorthand that comes with meritocratic affects and judgments. By slowing
down and not jumping to assumptions, we can create networks of mutual support that
rebuild the social fabric and change the way we perceive notions of merit and just deserts.
As discussed in previous chapters, due to how we consume success narratives and
material culture more broadly, it is important for us to lay bare the social networks and
labor that is essential in creating “the meritocratic myth”. Such a process becomes its
own form of cross-grading as we keep individuals socially accountable. By creating
networks of mutual support and cooperation, whether it is in a place of employment, an
archaeology site like DJSCAP, or in the creation community banks and credit unions, we
are able to shift towards a community paradigm that ensures long-term sustainability and
an equitable distribution of resources that enriches a wider subset of the population rather
than a few individuals.
Meritocratic thinking perverts our relationship to labor and the social contract. By
challenging it, we are better suited to remediate structural inequality and its detrimental
effects. By reframing how we view distribution of resources and our conceptualization of
labor and desert, we are able to bring structural factors into focus as denoted by our
meritocratic self-checklist. In such a way, we can shift the very materialities of our moral
economy, engendering different views on distributive justice that counteract meritocratic
thinking and support a community paradigm. While this shift will not be easy, it is
essential if we want to live in a society where everyone has the right and access to basic
assets.
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Notes
1https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/mar/20/meritocracy-inequality-

theresa-may-donald-trump
2 Standard linguistic method of discourse analysis, relying on concepts such as framing,
metonymy, and metaphor is used in conjunction to a more in-depth probing of the
narratives people construct to explain their own perspectives in relation to a topic or
debate. Anthropologically Karjanen uses direct interviews, statements, and media
accounts in addition to participant observation and traditional academic research to
analyze how people talk about an issue, what patterns we see, what terms they use as
substitutes for broader beliefs, and what these terms tell us about their worldviews.
3 http://www.federationsoutherncoop.com/coopinfo/Black%20co-ops.pdf
4http://communityeconomies.org/key-ideas
5Friedman supported a negative income tax (Sorman 2011)
6https://antipodefoundation.org/2017/02/01/give-a-man-a-fish/
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APPENDIX A
SITE PICTURES

Satellite View of Dr. Still Site (Google Earth)

Overview of the 8.8-acre property boundary
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Area of archaeological testing in red

Picture of Dr. Still’s Office, facing north (October 28, 2012)
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Photo of Dr. James Still Education Center (June 2017)
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APPENDIX B
ARCHAEOLOGICAL OVERVIEW
Why Archaeology?
While the word that we most associate with archaeology is history, it is really
memory that best encapsulates what the discipline is doing. Archaeology is recovering
what society allowed to lay dormant for one reason or another. Overtime, the layers of
soil cover the material remains and vestiges of lost memories. When the discovery of an
artifact occurs, we force these dormant memories to rupture through our understanding of
the present.
Let’s imagine the ground we live on. Below us are countless things that we are
unaware of, utility lines running to our house, water pipes leading to sewers, animals
burrowing their homes, trinkets lost by previous tenants, etc. Our interaction with
everyday space is normalized without these things coming to mind. The old adage of “out
of sight, out of mind” has a certain truism to it. These layers make up our social
subconscious, with each one telling a story. The deeper you go, the less aware you are of
something that has become part of your everyday being and “common sense”.
Archaeology is powerful because it forces us to make connections with the past in a way
that resonates with our understanding of today. For example, imagine if we actively made
the connections between past decisions and the way they played out today. What
questions would we have to confront? How uncomfortable would we feel when we find
out that our everyday existence is possible due to some decision that effected the lives of
others?
Here is the answer to why archaeology. Archaeology matters because it forces us
to make such connections. It becomes a process of reflexivity and accountability, were
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we make things once “out of sight” visible, and thoughts “out of mind” remembered.
When we find an artifact, we aren’t holding a piece of the past (if that was the case the
artifact would not exist today), what we see instead is a reflection of the present into the
past. The artifact comes to stand for a set of conscious decisions and unconscious
processes that led to its burying and recovery. While this may sound like semantics, what
words and categories we choose to describe something with has real world consequences.
By placing something neatly in the past, we excuse ourselves from dealing with the
present consequences of the said event. The past becomes a useful tool to distance
ourselves from being accountable to the present and what we see around us. This type of
understanding limits our ability to make sense of our contemporary selves and
surroundings, hiding the deep entanglements of people, events, and decisions that shape
how we experience life today. Archaeology, when framed as memory, does something
different. It forces us to recognize that what we are holding in the present is more than
just a piece of the past, it is a reflection of who we are today and what we value as a
society.
Therefore, it is essential that we utilize archaeology to add to our understanding of
ourselves. Much of this theorization is heavily influenced by Laurent Olivier, an
archaeologist who wrote the magnificent book The Dark Abyss of Time (2011). In this
book Olivier interrogates what exactly archaeology is doing and why it matters. Often
while excavating, we perform a “mind trick” when we engage with the artifacts that we
discover. We treat them as if they exist only in the past, or as some sort representative of
a fictive imagining of “what was life like back then”. While these musings are not
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incorrect, we often fail to make the connection to the present. Does the artifact that we
hold in our hand exist in the past, or does it exist in the present?
This question is foundational for Olivier. Quoting a famous historian and social
theorist, Walter Benjamin, Olivier explores the idea of “nowness”, that is the brief
moment that we have before something becomes the past, present, or future. When we
look at an artifact today, we are looking at a piece of ceramic, glass, or metal that has
continue to age with us underground in the subconscious of society. When we excavate,
we bring up these latent memories hidden beneath the surface. The soils we excavate are
the layers of social memory that constitute the world we live in today. In order to
understand how we got to where we are today and to understand where we are going, it is
important to make these connections visible. The act of excavating brings these memories
to the surface, as excavators are forced to reckon with what they discover.
Archaeology is therefore an invaluable tool for promoting and understanding life
stories that excluded from dominant memory (Battle-Baptiste 2011; Deetz 1996; Delle et
al 2000; Franklin 1997a; McGuire 2008; Saitta 2007). Often neglected and erased off the
landscape, such sites are buried in the social subconscious. The act of excavating brings
these stories to the forefront, back in our conscious. By creating these connections of the
past with the present, archaeology allows to create an anchor point that does not allow us
to forget again. The very materiality of artifacts, laying in the ground only to be pulled up
in the present, forces us to engage with the parts of human society that undergird our
understanding of today. One does not have to try hard to connect the dots between
processes of exclusion and marginalization in the past and how they shape our current
landscape and understanding of each other.

358

For this very reason, the Dr. James Still Community Archaeology Project holds a
dear part in my heart. The office continues its battle with time, deteriorating each day in
hopes of someone being able to provide the money necessary to restore and preserve it.
The archaeology project hopes to bring more awareness to the condition of the office by
demonstrating and making the connections between historic neglect and erasure with
contemporary efforts to preserve and promote. The act of excavating the demolished
homestead of the Still family allows us to make these connections in the present. We
cannot change the fact that the house is no longer there, but we can do something about
the office. We see the power that objects have on imagination. Just come to any of our
tests units and hear how excited the volunteers get when they find something. The
preservation of the office is essential. We need to prevent it from being erased and
folded into our social subconscious. As I demonstrate in this dissertation, DJSCAP plays
only a small role in contributing to this goal. The impetus is on those in and around the
community to continue being stewards of Dr. Still’s legacy, critically engaging with his
story and the stories we tell ourselves about ourselves (Turner 1980).
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL DATA
For the DJSCAP Artifact Catalog and Geophysical Report please refer to the University
of Massachusetts Community Archaeology Lab (UMCAL) website where it is publicly
stored. Direct links on Google Drive to these sources are posted below:
DJSCAP Artifact Catalog
https://drive.google.com/file/d/19KARtvnV6oQQenwfb8ucRMLmTywPiLMa/view?usp
=sharing
Geophysical Survey Final Report:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1_DuPEQD1rLHJeUgP2OhuB3Dhi0bdHvbm/view?usp=s
haring
Geophysical Survey Final Report Figures:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1quAIOn_AvaOUBIOfVfb9T475Za63ZOx/view?usp=sharing

Artifact Count:
-3,217 catalog entries
-7694 pieces plus weighed items.
Bakelite: 2
Battery: 1
Bone: 111
Brick: 10,547.85g
Charcoal: 191.1g
Clay: 27
Cloth: 5.3g
Coal: 1,729.7g
Copper: 73
Crystal: 1
Glass: 3,441 + 27,552.2g
Graphite: 13
Harmonica Reeds: 8
Lead: 2 + 8.9g
Leather: 21 + 18g
Marble: 3
Marble Stone: 143.6g
Metal: 37,215.2g
Nails: 681 + 15,968.2g
-Cut: 567 + 7,222.7g
-Wire: 97 + 1,081.4g
-Unidentifiable: 4,869.2g

Mortar: 3,360g
Paper: 3.6g
Plaster: 288.6g
Plastic: 88 + 136.8g
Quartz: 2
Roofing Tile: 272.4g
Rubber: 12 + 8.2g
Shell: 105 + 3,720.9g
Shotgun Shells: 9
Slate: 27.3g
Steel: 118
Stone Hammerstone: 1
Stone Pestle: 3
Teeth: 12 + 36.9g
Tin: 23
Tin Enamel: 13 + 26.2g
Twine: .7g
Unidentifiable: 9
Wire: 4
Wood: 168.6g
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Artifact Distribution (Excluding Weighed Items)

Glass (3,441)

Ceramics (2,163)

Metal (1595)

Bone (111)

Geological (29)

Plastic (88)

Shell (105)

Teeth (12)

Other (86)

Artifact distribution by count and weight (listed weights are of small, unidentifiable
fragments)

Weighed Artifact Fragments

Metal Fragments (37,215.2 g)

Nails (29,141.5 g)

Glass Fragments (27,552.2 g)

Brick (10,547.85 g)

Shell Fragments (3,720.9 g)

Mortar (3,360 g)

Coal (1,729.7 g)

Charcoal (191.1 g)

Cloth (5.3 g)

Lead (8.9 g)

Marble Stone (143.6 g)

Plaster (288.6 g)

Plastic Fragments (136.8 g)

Roofing Tiles (272.4 g)

Rubber (8.2 g)

Slate (27.3 g)

Teeth Fragments (36.9 g)

Tin Enamel (26.2 g)

Twine (.7 g)

Wood (168.6 g)

Artifact distribution by weight
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Ceramics: 2,163 shards

Ceramic Paste Type Distribution

Refined Earthenware: 1435

Coarse Earthenware: 728

Ceramic Paste Distribution

Coarse Earthenware Distribution

Terracotta: 202

Redware: 513

Coarse Earthenware distribution, 728 shards
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Refined Earthenware Distribution

Annularware: 37

Creamware: 200

Earthenware: 9

Ironstone: 119

Mochaware: 7

Pearlware: 332

Porcelain: 27

Rockinghamware: 59

Stoneware: 8

Whiteware: 586

Yellowware:16

Refined Earthenware Distribution: 1,435 shards

Pictures of Notable Finds

Coal Bucket, (Cat. # 97.063), recovered From T.U. 20, 50-60cm.

363

Miles Greenwood1 Table leg (Cat #: 92.033) recovered from T.U. 16, 40-50cm

Side Table top (Cat #: 92.032), recovered from T.U. 16, 40-50cm
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Flat-Nosed Shovel (Cat. #93.036), recovered from T.U. 16, 50-60cm

New Perfection Oil-Cook Stove Canister (Cat. #103.145) and Lid (Cat. #103.144)
recovered from T.U. 21, 50-60 cm.
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Sunnyside 1868 Coal Stove Fragment (Cat. #44.020), recovered from T.U. 3, 50-60
cm

Coal Stove Fragment (Cat. #112.011), from T.U. 20A, 50-60cm.
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Picture of Sunnyside 1868 stove (USD3468S) (courtesy of Paul Schopp). The two
stove fragments recovered are denoted by the red and blue rectangles.
Concerning recovered items that related to home décor:
Table Handle and Fringes (Cat. #45.017, 45.019), Cart Wheels (Cat. #96.019, 99.006),
Chandelier Crystal (Cat. #98.017), Decanter Stopper (Cat. #71.046), Desk Key (Cat.
#88.019), and an Ink Well (Cat. #68.008, 106.027, 106.054) were recovered
Notable personal artifacts relating to the Still family are:
Goodyear button (1851)2 (Cat. #45.014), Copper Thimble (Cat. #112.004), Watch
Fragment (Cat. #105.037), a Private Watchman Badge (Cat. # 98.010), Black Jewelry
Beads (Cat. #92.010), Bells (Cat. #: 80.079, 97.022, 97.023, 99.011), “Indian Head
Penny”, 1895 (Cat. #22.008), H.P. and W.C. Taylor's Shaving Cream Jar3, (Cat. #
97.003, 98.001).
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Concerning Discernable Maker’s Mark, the Following Were Recovered:
Abbots Dairies Inc.
Adam Scheidt (Norristown, PA), Bottle
Atlas Strong Shoulder, Mason Jar
Ball, Mason Jar
Bixby, Ink Well
Boyds, Jar Lid
Capstan4, Bottle
C.B. Van Syckel (Trenton, NJ), Medicine Bottle
Chas Hain (Lancaster, PA), Bottle
Chas Wiecker (1944 N. 20th St.), c.1944, Lightning Bottle Stopper
Chelsea, Creamware
PJ (Bridgetown NJ), Tumbler
Croft & Allen Co., Philadelphia, PA, Bottle
Croft's Swiss Milk Cocoa, Jar
Dr. D. Jaynes, Carminative Balsam, Medicine Bottle
Duffy Malt Whiskey, Bottle
Fownes, Glove Button
Goodyear, N.R.C.O. P=T (1851), Rubber Button
Griffin, PAT 33892, Medicine Bottle
Gulden's Mustard Jar (L Bottle 13 REC US PAT)
Gulden's Mustard Jar (L Bottle 20)
H.P. and W.C. Taylor's Saponaceous Shaving 4 oz. Jar, 1851
HANCE BROTHERS & WHITE, Philadelphia, PA, Medicine Jar, 1869
Henry P. Thorn, Medford, NJ, Pharmacist, Medicine Bottle
Horlacher, Allentown, PA, Bottle
Hoyt’s, Bottle
J.S. Silvers & Bro, Cranbury, NJ Medicine Bottle
McCormick, DES PAT 89420, Spice Jar
Nichol's & Nippins, Mt. Holly, NJ, Bottle
Owen’s, Medicine Bottle
P MTC, Bottle
P & H Chicago (PAD-I-JAR Patent Pending), Jar
Ponds, Jar
Presto, Jar Lid
Rawleigh's Trademark, (Bottle Made in the USA), Medicine Bottle
Remington (UMC, NO. 12 SURESHOT), Shotgun Cap
Remington (UMC, NO. 12 Nitro Club), 1911. Shotgun Cap
Rieger & Gretz Brewing Company, Philadelphia, PA (10 6 C), Bottle
S.R & CO., Mallard 16, Shotgun Cap
Sunnyside, Coal Stove, 1868
W. Worden, Forked River, NJ, Bottle
Waterman's Ink, Jar Lid
Yes, Laughlin, Creamware
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Notes
https://markerhunter.wordpress.com/2016/10/25/miles-greenwood/
2 http://www.vintagebuttons.net/rubber2.html
3 https://www.worthpoint.com/worthopedia/wc-taylors-saponaceous-shaving-535676978
4 https://www.glassbottlemarks.com/capstan-glass-company/ ;
https://www.fohbc.org/PDF_Files/PiazzoliCapstanDesigns_BBernas2.pdf
1
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